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Being a small nation-state with limited natural resources, Singapore has to rely 
heavily on its pool of skilled human resources to implement its economic strategies. 
Apart from attracting foreign talents into the country, the Singapore government is 
also unrelenting in its efforts to encourage Singaporeans to venture abroad and extend 
its economic hinterland. Consequently, with more Singaporean entrepreneurs and 
professionals moving overseas, there is now a growing group of Singaporean 
transmigrants holding multiple social and economic ties straddling several political 
entities, linking Singapore and their host communities together (Glick Schiller, Basch 
and Blanc-Szanton, 1992). However, this increase in the number of Singaporeans 
overseas has also raised several pressing issues. 
The government fears that Singaporeans – particularly the younger ones 
accompanying their parents – may be losing their ‘roots’ as they embark on their 
journeys away from Singapore. In order to ‘retain’ their loyalties to Singapore, the 
government has launched several Singaporean clubs overseas and encouraged the 
establishment of international educational institutions carrying the ‘Singapore-brand’ 
education overseas. These schools are important in ensuring that children of 
Singaporean expatriates receive a Singapore-style education and have subsequently 
generated a demand for Singaporean educators to work abroad. Therefore, this thesis 
endeavours to explore the struggles of a relatively young nation, its people and 
education overseas, teasing out the dialectics between nation-building and 
transnationalism in the process. 
More specifically, the thesis focuses on the increasing mobility of knowledge 
by studying the transnationalisation of Singaporean educational system and educators. 
It explores the role they play in ‘rooting’ young expatriate Singaporeans to their 
 viii
homeland as well as the transmission and/or accumulation of various forms of capital 
by different groups of transnational Singaporeans. The thesis investigates the extent in 
which a Singapore-style education continues to bear the hallmarks of the Singapore 
nation when transplanted onto transnational social space. It then explores the 
effectiveness of the education provided by Singapore international schools in creating 
groups of cosmopolitan yet loyal Singaporean citizens among transnational subjects, 
able to navigate confidently in a globalising world. Also, the transnational 
experiences of Singaporean educators and the roles they play in transmitting 
Singaporean ideals and values are examined. Finally, the study investigates the 
‘transferability’ of cultural and social capital. 
The data for this thesis was gathered from field studies conducted in Hong 
Kong, Shanghai, Suzhou and Thailand as well as from other secondary sources. The 
study reveals that many trademarks of a Singaporean education have in fact been 
erased from the schools after the Singaporean educational system has been 
transplanted overseas. This is because the curriculum has been both globalised and 
localised simultaneously. In addition, Singaporean educators play an important role in 
transmitting Singaporean values and identity to their students whether consciously or 
subconsciously. Indeed, a ‘hidden curriculum’ exists and is executed through the 
behaviour and agendas of the teachers. Finally, parents and extended families are 
equally significant in ensuring that young expatriate Singaporeans remain loyal to 
their homeland. Overall, the study confirms the transnational (im)mobility of the 
different types of  embodied capital. 
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In the new millennium, the world’s economy continues to be shaped by 
prominent forces such as global capitalism, transnational labour migration and 
world-city formation. To be a part of this globalising economy, Singapore has 
been actively involved in a range of globalisation and transnational activities. The 
natural-resource scarce city-state must rely primarily on its pool of skilled human 
resources to execute its economic strategies. Ultimately, Singapore aspires to join 
the ranks of world cities and secure its place in “a global network of cities of 
excellence” (Lee, 2000: 14) by becoming the ‘Talent Capital’ of the New 
Economy. Central to achieving this vision are the twin strategies of attracting 
skilled foreign labour into the country along with the continuous upgrading of 
local talents.  
Besides developing the economy within the physical boundaries of the 
nation-state, Singapore is also unrelenting in its efforts to extend its economic 
reach, urging Singaporean firms as well as Singaporeans to venture abroad and 
form its ‘external wing’ (Goh, 1997a). Consequently, more Singaporean 
entrepreneurs and professionals are moving overseas, thus contributing to a 
growing group of Singaporean transmigrants who maintain multi-faceted social 
ties and networks straddling political boundaries, linking their home and host 
communities together (Glick Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton, 1992). 
Singaporean transmigrants are regarded by the government to be “integral to our 
[Singapore’s] efforts to be a leading world city” as they act as Singapore’s 
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“unofficial ambassadors” whilst extending the country’s economy 
(Shanmugaratnam, 2003).  
To ensure that Singaporean transmigrants succeed in expanding 
Singapore’s economy and sustaining its function as an efficient, high performance 
society, an international outlook and ‘cosmopolitan qualities’ are considered 
productive. According to former Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong, cosmopolitan 
Singaporeans  
…speak English but are bilingual. They have skills that command 
good incomes – banking, IT, engineering, science and technology. 
They produce goods and services for the global market … They can 
work and be comfortable anywhere in the world … are indispensable 
in generating wealth for Singapore (Goh, 1999). 
 
Interestingly, the above depiction of cosmopolitan Singaporean transmigrants also 
ostensibly conforms to the description of a “transnational capitalist class” or TCC 
as theorised by Sklair (2001). The ‘capital’ held by members of the TCC is 
purportedly fluid and varied, encompassing economic, organisational, political, 
knowledge and cultural capital1 (Bourdieu, 1996; Scott, 1990).  
 With an ever-increasing number of Singaporeans living outside 
Singapore’s geo-body, several issues are rapidly emerging. For one, there is an 
escalating need to meet the educational needs of the children of expatriate 
Singaporeans, as parents fear that their children will miss out on Singapore’s 
education when they are away. Not having a proper Singapore-style education 
overseas has often been identified as one of the main obstacles to encouraging 
Singaporeans to venture abroad. For one, parents with school-going children often 
reject overseas posting so that their children can continue their studies in 
                                                 
1 The concepts of TCC and capital along with its fluidity and variety will be discussed in greater 
detail in Chapter 2. 
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Singapore (Committee to Promote Enterprise Overseas, 1993). In other cases, 
some parents, usually husbands, take up the overseas posting whilst leaving their 
spouses and children behind in Singapore. Although this appears to be a viable 
strategy that circumvents the education problem, other social or family problems 
may emerge when families are split up in different locations (The Sunday Times, 
16/11/2003; Willis and Yeoh, 1998). 
 On other occasions, some families who relocated did not return to 
Singapore eventually because parents worry that their children will have 
difficulties fitting back into Singapore’s education system. Even as the 
government continues to persuade Singaporeans to venture abroad, they are 
becoming increasingly concerned over the possible repercussions. Singapore’s 
then Prime Minister highlighted this in his 1997 National Day Rally speech,  
[m]any of our best now contribute to others' economies instead of 
returning to Singapore. They do this permanently, not temporarily. It 
might be alright if we had large numbers of such people to spare. But 
we have no surplus talent. They should be thinking and worrying 
about Singapore's future, making it safer and more prosperous for 
their fellow Singaporeans … It is a facet of globalisation and 
regionalisation that we need to reflect on and address. In a way, we 
have encouraged this dispersal of Singaporeans by asking you 
[Singaporeans] to go regional and create Singapore's external wing. 
But dispersal carries a danger - if Singaporeans are not deeply rooted 
to Singapore through strong bonds of family, friends, community 
and nation, the core of our nation will unravel (Goh, 1997b). 
 
There is general concern that Singaporeans are losing their ‘roots’ as they 
embark on diverse routes taking place outside the nation. Indeed, Singapore as a 
nation faces the dilemma of producing global citizens amid its nation-building 
efforts. While it wants its citizens to venture and build Singapore’s reputation 
abroad, the nation-state is also concerned that they remained committed to their 
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home country and fellow Singaporeans. This is akin to a “diaspora by design”2, 
creating a body of Singaporeans who are urged to venture abroad and yet retain 
feelings for their birthplace. This is especially evident in the strategies undertaken 
by the government to continue laying claims on the hearts of overseas 
Singaporeans.  
First, agencies such as Contact Singapore and Singapore International 
Foundation (SIF) were set up by the government to help Singaporean expatriates 
maintain ties to their homeland. Contact Singapore, part of an International 
Manpower Division of Ministry of Manpower, currently has six international 
offices strategically located in key cities around the world. It focuses mainly on 
developing international networks connecting both foreign and Singaporean 
talents, including students, to education and employment opportunities in 
Singapore (Contact Singapore, 2005a). The department also seeks to link 
Singapore-based companies to any potential employees and assists in recruiting 
them. In parallel, SIF has a wider mission of representing “The Spirit of Singapore 
International” by integrating Singaporeans everywhere into the global scene 
whilst helping them retain their “Singaporean identity” and “sense of national 
belonging” (SIF, 6/7/2005). Besides promoting “active citizenry at home and 
abroad”, SIF also strives to foster good relationships between Singapore and other 
countries (SIF, 6/7/2005). This non-profit organisation runs several programmes 
that include helping Singaporeans to volunteer overseas, connecting overseas 
Singaporeans back to Singapore and building friendships with non-Singaporeans.  
                                                 
2 This idea is drawn from the term “diaspora by design” used by Kotkin (1992) and later adapted 
by Visweswaran (1997). The usage of the term here is similar to that of Kotkin’s (1992) who 
coined it to describe the expansion of Japanese overseas since the 1920s. Due to their limited 
hinterland and resources – a situation similar to Singapore’s –, many Japanese had to migrate in 
order to survive. However, it must be noted that many overseas Japanese continue to preserve their 
distinct identity even in dispersion. 
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Also importantly, as part of its efforts to “encourage Singaporeans to 
invest and work overseas” (Toh, 2002: 3), the government established an 
international school in Hong Kong to ensure that young Singaporeans abroad 
continue to receive a Singapore-style education. Subsequently, other privately-
owned Singapore International Schools (SISs) and institutions carrying the 
‘Singapore-brand’ education have also sprung up in various cities3 with the same 
purpose in mind. Parents often feel more secure about relocating to cities where 
there is a SIS in the vicinity to enrol their children. More critically, since schools 
are the “key instrument[s] to instil[ling] a sense of nationhood in each new 
generation” (Shanmugaratnam cited in Streats, 23/9/2003), these international 
schools act as the government’s medium in ‘rooting’ overseas Singaporeans to 
Singapore by imparting Singaporean citizenship ideals and values to second-
generation Singaporeans overseas. Consequently, a sense of duty and obligation 
towards their homeland may be instilled in them.  
Manoeuvring through the emerging issues stated earlier, this thesis 
endeavours to explore the struggles of a relatively young nation, its people and 
education overseas. In so doing, it hopes to tease out the dialectics between 
nation-building and transnationalism in a Singaporean context.   
 
1.2 Thesis outline 
 To thread together the various themes and issues, the thesis will continue 
with a literature review in Chapter 2. Existing literature relating to key concepts 
and theories used in this thesis such as transnationalism, cultural capital and social 
capital are reviewed. The research aims and conceptual framework along with the 
                                                 
3 Besides Hong Kong, other SISs or schools carrying a Singapore-styled curriculum have been 
established in Beijing, Shanghai, Suzhou, Bangkok, Jakarta and Medan. 
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methodology employed in this thesis are also presented in that chapter. In Chapter 
3, the contextual background in which this thesis is situated is provided to 
facilitate a better understanding of the conditions contributing to the design of 
Singapore’s educational system as well as its key ideologies and initiatives. 
Details of the various SISs involved in this study will also be provided in the 
chapter. 
In Chapter 4, the general findings derived from the fieldwork conducted in 
several SISs overseas will be described. These findings tell a story of how 
Singaporean citizenship ideals and issues related to citizenship education are 
played out in these international schools. The chapter essentially seeks to address 
the question of what happens to Singapore’s education and its embedded 
ideologies when the system is transferred into overseas institutions. Next, Chapter 
5 examines through gendered lenses the migratory experiences of overseas 
Singaporean educators. Their negotiations of their own national identity in a 
transnational context will be explored in order to understand the role these 
educators play as potential purveyors of Singaporean citizenry and values. To 
appreciate the different life choices made by transnational Singaporeans, Chapter 
6 then explores the struggles they face, focusing specially on concerns relating to 
their children’s education. Finally, the concluding chapter attempts to tie the 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW, CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND METHODOLOGY 
 
2.1 Introduction 
Economic practices aside, global processes also appear to be increasingly 
directing a significant number of human activities (Albrow, 1997). Many changes are 
occurring because culture, information and individuals can now transcend 
geographical boundaries with growing ease aided by sophisticated technology. 
Ranging from consumption patterns to human mobility, globalisation impinges on 
daily life and spins off new ways of living (McEwan, 2001; Mittelman, 2000). This 
chapter thus begins by reviewing the literature relating to the cross-border movements 
of a specific group of migrants, often labelled as transmigrants. Notably, 
transmigrants and their movements are simultaneously the key features as well as 
consequences of globalisation. Simply put, globalisation fuels the creation of 
transmigrants and their movements but these mobile transmigrants also sustain the 
very process of globalisation.  
Apart from describing the transmigrants’ profile and the complicated context 
in which they exist, this chapter will also discuss the limitations of existing studies on 
transnationalism. Subsequently, the chapter examines the intangible ‘baggage’ that 
transmigrants bring along on their journeys – an important yet often neglected aspect 
of transmigration – by evaluating the different forms of capital embodied within 
transmigrants themselves. The ways in which capital is being transmitted to, and by 
transmigrants will be studied next. Finally, given that Singaporean transnationals and 
international education are the key concerns in this thesis, existing studies on these 
two subjects will also be reviewed.  
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Before ending this chapter, the aims and objectives as well as the conceptual 
framework of this thesis will be presented. Consequently, the methodology employed 
in this thesis is also discussed.  
 
2.2 Contemporary cross-border mobilities 
With borders becoming more porous in this global age, migration and its 
related activities have escalated intensely. Amidst the diverse streams of migration in 
this era, it is observed that many migrants continue to retain significant ties straddling 
host and home countries despite having ‘migrated’. This phenomenon has since been 
described as ‘transnationalism’ by a group of cultural anthropologists, Nina Glick 
Schiller, Linda Basch and Cristina Blanc Szanton, in the early nineties. 
Transnationalism is essentially a “collective outcome of multiple forms of 
transnational processes” encompassing “activities by organizations, networks of 
communications, financial transactions, and the organization of production and 
distribution” (Glick Schiller, 1999: 117). More critically, transnationalism denotes the 
process where immigrants form and maintain multifarious social networks and ties 
spanning cultural, political and geographic boundaries, linking their host and home 
communities together4 (Glick Schiller et. al., 1992). Hence, transnational migration or 
transmigration used in defining migrants’ physical crossings and social ties between 
nations is a process of transnationalism while the term transmigrant depicts the person 
actually involved in the process. However, one must emphasise at this point that not 
all types of migration fall under the category of transmigration. Similarly, migrants 
should not be merely relabelled as transmigrants since not every migrant partakes in 
transnational processes (Waldinger, 1998). 
                                                 
4 This remains as the most widely accepted definition of transnationalism. 
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Since trans, which indicates movement “through space or across lines” carries 
the notion of changing the characteristics of something (Ong, 1999: 4); 
transnationalism thus describes changing relationships and social norms among 
migrants in moving between nations. Certainly, transmigrants are distinct from 
traditional migrants because they lead lives that “cut across national boundaries and 
bring two societies into a single social field” (Glick Schiller et. al., 1992: 1). 
Transmigrants do not become displaced denizens as they build and maintain 
“networks, activities and patterns of life encompass[ing] both their host and home 
societies” (Glick Schiller, 1997: 158), establishing transnational social fields5 in the 
process. Such views are validated in numerous studies conducted on Dominican, 
Filipino, Grenadian, Haitian, Latina, Mexican, San Fiores and Vincentian 
transmigrants in North America by a number of authors (see for example Agozino, 
2000; Aguilar, 1996; Basch, Glick Schiller and Blanc-Szanton, 1994; Faist, 1999 and 
Smith and Guarnizo, 1998). 
While transmigration is arguably not a novel process, both Faist (2000) and 
Portes (1999; 2001) agree that modern transportation and telecommunications have 
played a huge role in facilitating and enhancing it. Transmigrants can now sustain a 
variety of transnational ties – remittances, political involvement, business transactions 
and care-giving (Glick Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton, 1999) – as well as remain 
in close, regular contact with their kin in their home country easily and quickly. Even 
as they develop transnational connections, transmigrants are also forging similar 
relationships in the country where they have now settled. To summarise, 
transmigrants are portrayed as flexible individuals, comfortable in living and 
                                                 
5 In the later revisions of their work on transnationalism, Basch et. al. (1994) propose replacing 
‘network’ with the phrase ‘social field’ as it is purportedly a more inclusive term. Transnational social 
field is defined as “an unbounded terrain of interlocking egocentric networks” and is recommended to 
be used as a theory and methodology in studying “the broader social, economic, and political processes 
within which migrating populations are embedded and which they react” (Glick Schiller, 1999: 97).  
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engaging in various cultural, economic, political and social activities in multiple 
countries simultaneously.  
 
2.2.1 Profiling the transmigrants 
To organise a rather chaotic field of study, researchers have previously 
categorised transmigrants into two distinct groups: namely transnational elites 
associated with ‘transnationalism from above’ and grassroot migrants associated with 
‘transnationalism from below’6. Commencing this discussion from the bottom-end of 
the spectrum, the study of ‘transnationalism from below’ is concerned with the cross-
border schemes of immigrants at the grassroots level (Guarnizo and Smith, 1998). It 
refers specifically to a group of lowly-waged and less-skilled migrants such as 
domestic workers, labourers and factory workers who migrate primarily to find 
employment in order to support their families who are mostly left behind in the home 
country. Indeed, the transmigratory stories of lowly-waged transmigrants – including 
a relatively ‘hidden’ group of mainly women – moving from developing countries to 
more developed ones in search of higher wages and standards of living constitute a 
significant portion of this part of the transnationalism literature7. Such stories reveal 
their struggles, experiences and the tremendous roles they play in supporting the 
economies of their home and host countries. These in turn prompted Sassen (2000) to 
declare that a country’s economy alongside the survival of families and communities 
are being increasingly placed on women’s shoulders. 
Transnational elites constitute the opposite end of the spectrum (see 
Beaverstock, 1994; 1996a; 1996b; 1996c; 2002; Findlay et. al., 1996; Globerman, 
                                                 
6 Hannerz (1996) has similarly categorised transmigrants into transnational business class of corporate 
elites and lowly-paid labour migrants but included two more categories for artistes and tourists.  
7 Refer to Glick Schiller’s et. al. (1992) compilation of studies on lowly-waged transmigrants as well as 
studies by Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila (1997), Huang and Yeoh (1998), Smith and Guarnizo (1998), 
Watkins, Leinbach and Falconer (1993) and Yeoh and Huang (1998; 2000). 
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2000; White, 1998; Willis and Yeoh, 2002 and Willis, Yeoh and Fakhri, 2002). 
‘Transnationalism from above’ refers to supra-national activities such as “the cross-
border initiatives of governments and corporations” (Portes, 2001: 185). The schemes 
carried out by these two bodies thus engender a group of “highly-educated, highly-
skilled, highly-paid, highly-mobile and ‘translocal’” globetrotting “corporate 
actors/agents of global capital” otherwise known as transnational elites; crossing 
borders in response to the demand for their respective expertise (Beaverstock, 2002: 
527; Smith 1999). Sklair (1996; 2001: 17) further proposed that these elites are also 
members of the transnational capitalist class (TCC) and may more specifically be the 
TNC executives and their local affiliates (the corporate fraction); 
globalizing bureaucrats and politicians (the state fraction): 
globalizing professionals (the technical fraction) [or] merchants and 
media (the consumerist fraction). 
 
World tycoons and billionaires are also said to be transnational elites belonging to the 
TCC (Lever-Tracy, 2002).  
With more professionals becoming involved in social configurations 
transcending state boundaries, Sklair (2001) suggests that this emerging TCC8 is not 
linked to any state but rather to the global capitalist system. Since members of the 
TCC are professed to possess a variety of flexible capital befitting their respective 
fractions, they can operate in various environments without experiencing severe 
problems of dislocation arising from their mobility. Sklair (2001: 5-6) also argues that 
the TCC is increasingly the “transnational dominant class in some spheres” of a 
                                                 
8  Sklair (2001) attempts to move beyond existing Marxist definitions of the capitalist class as 
antagonistic to labour within the boundaries of specific nation-states. Instead, he shows that the TCC 
operates across political boundaries in order to advance the interests of global capital. Also, he 
postulates that the TCC does not merely own the means of production but rather, possesses and/or 
controls both money as well as other forms of capital – political, organizational, cultural and 
knowledge. Finally, unlike Karl Marx who theorised the eventual demise of capitalism, Sklair believes 
that the TCC is able to protect itself against threats from below and has so far managed to prosper and 
perpetuate its existence. 
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global capitalist system that “reproduces itself through the profit-driven culture-
ideology of consumerism”.  
Although studies on these two groups of transmigrants provide important 
countervailing perspectives of the two extremes, each set of research entails several 
shortcomings. For one, while studies on transnational elites offer deep insights into 
the economic and labour flows within global corporations and/or between world 
cities, the majority are often ‘impersonal’ number-crunching studies concentrating 
mainly on economic benefits. These studies also tend to centre predominantly on 
young, single white males, often ignoring the presence of female, gender and even 
family relations (Kofman, 2000). For instance, personnel managers interviewed by 
Beaverstock (1996c: 320) highlighted the problem of ‘dual-career families’ and the 
potential difficulties faced by married expatriate accountants. However, the actual 
difficulties they face and the subsequent household strategies they adopt were not 
sufficiently investigated.  
The attempt to redress the gender imbalance in the literature as well as 
position the limelight on family issues and ethnicity soon led academics to focus on 
giving voice to transnational women. Unfortunately, the transnationalism literature 
tends to analyse men and women in separate categories rather than exploring mutually 
constitutive gender relations. Furthermore, the females being studied have largely 
been those involved in unskilled or semi-skilled work as compared to the professional 
men who hold centre-stage in analyses of elite transnationals. This inevitably creates a 
dichotomy of male elites in the upper circuits and female contract migrants in the 
lower. There is hence a growing demand for transmigration studies to include 
gendered viewpoints and to interpolate different transnational circuits (see Conradson 
and Latham, 2005a; Pessar and Mahler, 2003; Yeoh, 2005).  
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Consequently, recent writings by Beaverstock (2002), Goldring (2001), 
Kanaiaupuni (2000), Lever-Tracy (2002), Pessar (1999), Thang, MacLachlan and 
Goda (2002) and Willis and Yeoh (2002) have attempted to shed more light onto the 
anxieties and adjustments experienced by migrants themselves. For one, Thang et. al. 
(2002) provide a deeper gendered analysis of transmigration by drawing out the 
different experiences encountered by Japanese women working in Singapore vis-à-vis 
the Japanese men. In their study on Singaporean and British TCCs living in China, 
Willis and Yeoh (2002) also present a gendered dimension of migrants’ lives by 
discussing gender differences, the gendered division of labour and other family issues 
including children’s education.  
Given that migrants do not exist in a vacuum, the role and presence of 
migrants’ families within migration studies must be expanded beyond that of passive 
recipients of remitted monies. As evident in new examples of familial practices and 
configurations of transnational families (Lam, Yeoh and Law, 2002), the family 
remains significant in the wake of migration. Issues and decisions concerning 
migration influence and are influenced by family politics, relationships and routines; 
sometimes even creating rifts within the family. Studies must consider migrants 
within the family context to obtain a richer and full-flavoured understanding of 
migration. It is important to explore the difficulties involved in separating and/or 
relocating families in addition to issues concerning children, such as education9.   
Although contemporary research is attempting to offer a more comprehensive 
insight into transmigrants’ life journeys by incorporating gender and family, deeper 
analyses are needed in these areas. In addition, there seems to be a huge void between 
the two circuits. Much less has been written on/about transmigrants who do not quite 
                                                 
9 Refer to studies conducted on international schools and international education for children from 
highly-mobile families in Section 2.5. 
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qualify as top-end, high-earning professionals and yet are definitely not poor, 
uneducated labourers. Thus, increasing attention is now being paid to these missing 
“members of the professional middle class” (Kivisto, 2001: 561) who have been aptly 
labelled as ‘middling’ transmigrants. Of late, authors such as Latham and Conradson 
(2002: 2) and Clarke (2005) have began directing people’s attention towards 
‘ordinary’ transnationals who are involved in white-collar professions such as 
“teaching, IT and finance … [with] relatively modest incomes, less structured career 
paths and broader set of motivations”. Conradson and Latham (2005a) have also listed 
people on ‘career sabbaticals’ abroad and others who are doing their ‘gap years’ – 
various forms of studying abroad – as examples. Essentially, middling transmigrants 
are distinctly middle class whether in sending or receiving countries.  
Clarke’s (2005) research on British holidaymakers working in Australia is one 
such study concentrating on the daily negotiations of middling transmigrants. 
Similarly, Conradson and Latham (2005b) add to the literature by highlighting a 
middling group of New Zealand transmigrants who left their stable careers to work 
while holidaying in the United Kingdom. Besides these two studies that draw on 
interviewees from various occupations, Sampson (2003) focuses on comparing the 
transnational lives of active Filipino skilled and certified seafarers to those based in 
Holland. She uncovers that the latter continue to keep their Filipino identity; hold 
social and economic ties linking them to Filipinos in Philippines and may also visit 
Philippines regularly. Also of interest, are writings on the migration of skilled 
professionals such as nurses (see Hardill and MacDonald, 2000) and teachers (see 
Black and Scott, 1997; Remennick, 2002). Such studies mainly investigate the 
migrants’ professional adjustments after their relocation but do not mention any other 
personal or family-related migration issues.   
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Since nursing and teaching are traditionally female-dominated occupations, 
such studies of the ‘middle’ have the consequence of highlighting female 
professionals in migration studies. They have also helped to improve the biased image 
of women, often presented as the ‘underbelly’ of transnationalism, bearing the heavy 
responsibility for the welfare of their countries and families on their shoulders (Sassen, 
2000). However, as mentioned earlier, it is undesirable to have researchers 
concentrating solely on increasing the visibility of women and neglecting the men 
(Willis and Yeoh, 2002). This is again evident in the study by Hardill and MacDonald 
(2000) which overlooked the provision of a more gendered view on nurses by not 
comparing the experiences of female nurses to their male colleagues.  
Alternatively, studies conducted by Black and Scott (1997) and Remennick 
(2002) did attempt to include a fair mix of teachers in terms of gender and even 
mentioned, albeit briefly, minor differences in their experiences and adaptation. 
Though Black and Scott (1997) reveal that age, gender and years of experience affect 
the general promotional prospects of teachers (mostly male-biased), these factors plus 
the years of overseas experience have little impact on the general disregard 
headmasters hold for returning teachers. The overseas experience is often viewed 
negatively and likened to the undesirable situation of a woman taking a break to raise 
a family. Conversely, Remennick (2002) discovers that gender is largely an 
immaterial factor except that migrant male teachers in the older age bracket have 
better work opportunities than their female counterparts. Given that an increasing 
number of teachers are building their careers around the ever-increasing number of 
international schools10, this is an area that can be explored further. 
                                                 
10 Hayden and Thompson (1995a) mention that some teachers spend many years teaching in a school 
abroad while others have a transitory career built on bi- or tri-yearly contracts in different locations. 
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While the above studies provide a good start into the ‘middling’ literature, 
more work is definitely needed in this realm. First, being a comparatively new domain, 
the middling transnationalism literature is still not well-defined and its underlying 
structures as well as defining characteristics remain hitherto vague. Although the 
studies – in giving voice to the missing middle – reveal that there are more forms of 
transnationalism besides the elite and the poor, more differentiation is still needed 
within this group. As observed earlier, middling transnationals comprise an entire 
range of professions and their tales and strategies may vary vastly. Finally, extra 
attention on gender issues within the middling literature is also crucial especially 
when writing on the many female-dominated professions that fall under this category. 
Indeed, professions such as teaching and nursing are still not held in the same regard 
as banking and law. This perhaps hints of other dynamics at work when people 
attempt to classify women as transnational professionals. 
 
2.2.2 Transnational communities 
Regardless of categories, all transmigrants continue to forge an array of dense 
and complicated ties stretching across multiple countries. Thus, many scholars began 
conceptualising this as a ‘transnational community’. However, the term ‘community’ 
as used in transmigration studies is often confusing and problematic since there is no 
standard unit of analysis. In fact, many authors (see Faist, 1999; 2000; Glick Schiller, 
1999; Levitt, 2001 and Portes, 1999) have identified numerous definitions and types 
of transnational communities. For one, Levitt (2001: 199) use the term to indicate a 
collective group of people “from a given place of origin and settlement” who shares in 
the same transnational experience in living their lives across borders. In their study on 
Mixtecs in Mexico, Nagengast and Kearney (1990) give a broader definition by 
 18
describing persons from a certain region (i.e. Mixteca) who develop a similar 
ethnicity (i.e. Mixteca) as they engage in transnational activities.  
To circumvent the problem of outlining the type and magnitude of 
transnational communities, Portes (1999: 29) opted to simply define them as “dense 
networks across political borders created by immigrants in their quest for economic 
advancement and social recognition”. Another definition of transnational 
communities is derived from Faist’s (2000; 207) studies on transnational social space 
(see Section 2.2.3) where he says that 
[t]ransnational communities characterise situations in which 
international movers and stayers are connected by dense and strong 
social and symbolic ties over time and across space to patterns of 
networks and circuits in two countries. 
 
Such a diverse range of definitions can indeed be perplexing. Besides being 
confusing, Glick Schiller (1999) also argues that these definitions omit important 
notions of status, class and wealth, as well as political connections between the 
government and elites that are commonly entrenched within any society. Furthermore, 
the word ‘community’ often implies a socially cohesive group with common interests 
and identity which may not necessary be the case (Willis and Yeoh, 2002). To avoid 
further confusion, Portes, Guarnizo and Landolt (1999) decide to limit the unit of 
analysis in transmigration studies to the individual transmigrant and his/her support 
networks with the rationale that most activities originate from the individual. 
However, transnational communities need to be included because  
the study of immigrants can never be simply the study of individuals 
and families but must at all points take account of the corporate life 




The inclusion of transnational communities also allows for the incorporation of 
diasporas and other contiguous people astride a single border into transmigration 
studies (Van Hear, 1998).  
Diaspora, denoting the ‘scattering of population’ (Johnson et. al., 2000: 173), 
is used traditionally to represent migrants who are exiled from their homeland against 
their will (Levitt, 2001). One classic example is the exodus of Jews from Israel 
(Cohen, 1997). Currently, the term carries a much broader definition and can also 
refer to politically, economically or socially displaced migrants experiencing 
discrimination and isolation in both their new and former homelands11  (Clifford, 
1997; Skeldon, 1997; Tololyan, 1996). Diasporas include  
a full cross-section of community members who are dispersed to 
many diverse regions of the world, and who yet retain a vision or 
myth of their uniqueness and an interest in their homeland (Faist, 
1999: 46). 
 
While diaspora is fundamentally different from transmigration, it is acknowledged 
that diasporas can represent a distinct form of transnational community or arise from 
it. Levitt (2001: 203) states that diasporas grow from 
transnational communities spanning sending and receiving countries 
and out of the real or imagined connections between migrants from a 
particular homeland who are scattered throughout the world. 
 
 Conversely, some diasporas can become transnational communities “if the 
members also develop some significant social and symbolic ties to the receiving 
country” (Faist, 2000: 208). Unsurprisingly, some “diasporas of old have become 
today’s transnational communities” (Vertovec, 1999: 449). Studies on Chinese 
diaspora are now being positioned alongside transnational studies because writers 
such as Henry, McEwan and Pollard (2002), Lin (2002) and Ong and Nonini (1997) 
                                                 
11 Similarly, one is reminded that transnationalism also occurs largely as a “family reproduction” 
strategy during “economic and/or political insecurity”, “social exclusion” and “racialized exclusion” in 
the home and host countries respectively (Goldring, 1999: 165). 
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recognise the diasporic origins of these migrants yet concentrate on their intense 
transnational networks and how they capitalise on their advantages. The Hong Kong 
elites, in particular, is a familiar group of ‘exiles’ well known for holding and 
manipulating multiple passports to their own advantage in order to escape political 
and economic uncertainties (Ong, 1999; Waters, 2003). Apparently, the “multiple-
passport holder is an apt contemporary figure” (Ong, 1999: 2) who will become an 
increasingly common sight as more migrants seek to overcome constraints present in 
their home or host countries. 
 
2.2.3 Transnational social space: The space where it all meets   
 In an endeavour to strengthen the field of transnationalism, Faist (1998; 1999; 
2000) formulates a new concept of transnational social space to fully capture the 
intricacies of this phenomenon. Transnational social spaces are said to evolve from 
the incessant transactions between countries brought about by transnationalism and 
can be understood as new social interwoven logical networks (Pries, 1999; 2001). 
Pries (1999: 26) proceeds to divide transnational social spaces into four analytical 
dimensions namely,  
the “political and legal framework” of the migration process, the 
“material infrastructure”…, “social institutions”, and … “identities 
and life projects” [of transmigrants].  
 
In any case, transnational social spaces are unique because they may be scattered yet 
simultaneously contain a social space that is not entirely ephemeral. Faist’s (1998: 
217) notion of transnational social space is such that it is not merely a concrete 
structure but also the “opportunity structures, the social life and the subjective images, 
values and meanings that the specific and limited place represents to migrants”. 
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Transnational social spaces thus include multiple notions of space and place while 
spanning several locales concurrently.  
Embedded within transnational social spaces are what Faist (2000: 199) 
formally defines as  
combinations of social and symbolic ties, their contents, positions in 
networks and organizations, and networks of organizations that can 
be found in multiple states. 
 
This definition is loaded with numerous ideologies that require further elaboration. 
First, the processes present in such spaces – cultural, political and economic - are 
dynamic and “not static notions of ties and positions” (Faist, 1998: 216). These 
processes necessitate the accretion, employment and possession of several types of 
changeable capital:  
economic capital, human capital, such as educational credentials, 
skills and know-how, and social capital, mainly resources inherent in 
or transmitted through social and symbolic ties (Faist, 2000: 200).  
 
This view affirms and extends Sklair’s proposition that members of a TCC possess a 
range of capital that facilitates transnational living. Next, Faist (1999) argues that the 
presence of transnational social spaces indicates that migration and re-migration are 
not permanent and irrevocable choices whereby living transnationally may effectively 
be a survival or upgrading strategy. Moreover, immigrants who have left their original 
country for some time can continue to hold strong transnational ties. To some extent, 
activities within transnational spaces may also evade the jurisdiction of the nations 
involved. 
 Faist (2000) further elaborates that transnational social spaces consist of a 
complicated interaction of multiple relationships between migrants, residents and the 
authorities of both receiving and sending states which is best summarised in Figure 
2.1. These relationships are very dynamic and can work to positively or negatively 
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affect transmigrants’ links to both countries. For example, certain sending countries 
are responding to transnationalism by allowing dual citizenship to ensure that 
remittances and investments from transmigrants continue. However, some receiving 
countries are deliberating if they should accept this new trend. 
 
FIGURE 2.1: Relationships between Migrants, Residents and the Authorities of 
Receiving and Sending States 
 
 
Adapted from Faist (2000: 200). 
 
According to Faist (2000:202), there are three forms of transnational social 
spaces: ‘transnational social reciprocity in small groups, transnational exchanges in 
circuits and diffuse solidarity within transnational communities’. Their respective 
characteristics are summarised in Table 2.1.  
 Overall, Faist has made several improvements to previous theoretical outlines 
by including transnational communities in his framework. In his creation of 
transnational social spaces, he has merged and situated the activities of 





Civil society organizations 
(receiving state) 
Transnational group  
(migrants; refugees;  
national, religious and 
ethnic minorities) 
Civil society organizations 
(sending state) 
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integrated framework (Kivisto, 2001). While he initially characterised transnational 
social spaces as “triadic relationships between groups and institutions in the host state, 
the sending state and the minority group” (Faist, 1998: 217), he later amended this by 
turning them into “pentagonic relationships” in splitting up the state and civil society 
in both sending and receiving countries (Figure 2.1). This helps to clarify the concept 
since each component contains different features and agendas.  
 
TABLE 2.1: Three Types of Transnational Social Spaces Arising from International 
Migration and Flight 
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receives from the 
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language; strong ties 
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Trading networks, e.g. 
Chinese, Lebanese and 







expressed in some 






symbolic ties: e.g. 
religion, nationality, 
ethnicity 
Diasporas: e.g. Jews, 
Armenians, Palestinians, 
Kurds 
Source: Faist (2000: 203). 
 
Indeed, transnational social spaces have efficiently combined different 
transnationalism discourses into a more structured framework. What is especially 
useful in Faist’s (2000: 201) theory is the inclusion of social capital as a fundamental 
bridging tool used by transnationals “in the formation of an enduring and circular 
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flow of people, information, and goods between countries”. More importantly, he 
presents the idea that social capital, previously thought to be a fixed resource, can in 
reality be transnationalised and transferred through the formation of transnational 
linkages. Furthermore, social capital can become ‘transmission belts’ that connect 
communities in different countries together and hence facilitate the application of 
other forms of capital. It is perhaps appropriate now to proceed to the following 
segment involving the review of the different forms of capital mentioned. 
 
2.3 Much ado about capital … 
 According to Pierre Bourdieu (1986: 241), “the social world is accumulated 
history” where “one must reintroduce into it the notion of capital and, with it, 
accumulation and all its effects”. The pressing question on what is meant by the term 
capital needs to be answered before discussing the different forms of capital. To date, 
much has been written on this concept which has in turn generated an extensive range 
of definitions and connotations. Since one is unable to review the entire literature in 
this short segment, only the key characteristics will be highlighted. First, capital is 
commonly associated with production either as a mode or factor. It is seen as 
“expanding social value” (Johnston et. al., 2000: 56) or simply “value in motion” 
(Marx, 1987: 149). Capital is “social relations” which can manifest itself in different 
physical forms and has “social value that expands in the production process” 
(Johnston et. al., 2000: 56). Bourdieu (1986: 241) summarises it as   
accumulated labour (in its materialised form or its “incorporated”, 
embodied form) that, when appropriated on a private, that is, exclusive, 
basis by agents or groups of agents, enables them to appropriate social 
energy in the form of reified or living labour. 
 
Accruing capital is a time-consuming process but it has the eventual capability of 
generating profits as well as duplicating itself in similar or inflated forms. As 
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mentioned previously, capital exists in numerous forms but this thesis is presently 
concerned with human, economic, cultural and social capital.  
 
2.3.1 The different forms of capital 
Human capital is defined simply as the capitalised worth of beneficial 
investments in individuals (Lipsey and Courant, 1996). It is seen to be a pejorative 
concept in some quarters as some people feel insulted in being likened to capital 
goods. Nonetheless, human capital is undeniably rising in significance as more 
societies rely on it to generate income and propel the country’s development. 
Singapore is one country that relies mainly on human capital to boost its economy. In 
order for it to become profitable, investments in human capital is needed by investing 
in education, healthcare, training and even migration. Individuals are supposedly 
autonomous in deciding their own abilities and preferences, choosing to invest in 
themselves correspondingly (Farkas, 1996). Hence, persons with more abilities are 
likely to invest more in themselves and probably, will in turn obtain higher 
earnings/returns than those who invested less (Becker, 1980). 
Next, economic capital is the most direct form of capital requiring little 
clarification. It is instantly recognised and can be easily translated into money or 
property rights. Cultural capital is another form of capital that can be changed into 
monetary forms, but only under certain conditions. It is used by Bourdieu, one of the 
initial founders of this concept, to explain that the inequalities in academic 
achievement is an outcome of the different types of culture accrued and possessed by 
students through their family since young and not based on their innate ability 
(Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990; Robbins, 2000). Though “cultural capital is not set in 
stone or universally accepted, either within or across fields” (Webb, Schirato and 
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Danaher, 2002: 22), Bourdieu (1986) argues that it exists in three forms; the 
institutionalised state, embodied state or objectified state.  
Of these three states, cultural capital is more commonly instituted in the guise 
of academic qualifications conferred through social organisations such as schools. 
This form of cultural capital is widely recognised, thus warranting a distinct value that 
is more readily converted into economic capital. Since academic capabilities are 
embodied within the holder, the certificate representing this form of cultural capital 
allows the holder to be compared and even exchanged. For instance, there would be a 
wage discrepancy between two people performing the same job, with the same job 
competencies but holding different qualifications (Bourdieu, 1992). Furthermore, the 
eventual profits associated with the paper qualifications also rely on the supply 
available at any one time. Where there is a shortage, the effort, time and money vested 
into gaining the certification may garner a higher return for the bearer. Occasionally, 
the qualification may even become the bearer’s passport to another country where it 
may be in demand or accepted. 
The embodied state of cultural capital refers to “the form of long-lasting 
dispositions of the mind and body” (Bourdieu, 1986: 243). The embodiment is normal 
since the basic condition of cultural capital is linked to the body. The way of 
acquiring this capital is essentially to improve oneself and this may also occur 
unconsciously. Understandably, this is a protracted process and the embodied capital 
cannot be transmitted immediately. Also, “incorporated cultural capital is 
indistinguishable from the habitus” which is “an amalgam of social, cultural and 
economic dispositions” (Robbins, 2000: 34-35). Each disposition is unable to affect 
the other’s composition. Any acquired capital will work intimately with one’s innate 
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properties (often hereditary) to create one’s distinctive disposition. Ultimately, the 
embodied capital is only limited to one’s lifetime and vanishes when the bearer dies. 
Lastly, objectified cultural capital includes “cultural goods (pictures, books, 
dictionaries, instruments, machines, etc)” (Bourdieu, 1986: 243). Unlike the earlier 
two states of cultural capital, it exists independently and can be transferred provided 
that other people wish to acquire it in order to transform their own embodied capital 
(Robbins, 2000). The objectified capital gains a certain value eventually but is being 
constantly revalued in the market. Although the ownership of cultural goods may be 
transferred, the essential knowledge of using the procured material may not 
necessarily be transmitted along with it. Its value is thus also dependent on the ability 
of its possessors to use it advantageously. Hence, objects containing cultural value 
will always have potential, depending on individuals’ selection of them, and 
remaining inert till their uses are rediscovered.  
Unsurprisingly, Bourdieu notes that the professional class holds the largest 
amount of material and cultural goods as opposed to other social classes (Bourdieu, 
2001). Given that they hold more cultural capital from the onset, they can transmit it 
to their offspring at an earlier age. This is often advantageous to the children, setting 
them ahead of their peers. The pursuit of cultural capital is also taking on a new twist 
in this era as observed by Ong (1999), Mitchell (1993; 2001) and Waters (2003). 
Many Chinese elites are becoming obsessed with schooling their children in specific 
proficiencies deemed to be useful in the global economy via premeditated modes of 
cultural capital accretion. They are sending their children to established institutions in 
western countries such as America, Canada, Australia and New Zealand to acquire 
this cultural capital – education certificates that are perceived to have a higher value. 
Consequently, different family strategies, including migration, are employed to ensure 
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that their children succeed in this task. Typically, the family becomes an ‘astronaut 
family’ whereby one of the spouses, normally the father, maintains a career in Asia 
whilst the other spouse moves with the children to the host country. 
Social capital is a concept first used by L.J. Hanifan in 1916 and later adopted 
by scholars such as Bourdieu (1986), Coleman (1990), Loury (1977) and Putnam 
(1993; 2000). It is the 
aggregate of the actual or potential resources that are linked to 
possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalised 
relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition – or in other 
words, to membership in a group – which provides each of its 
members with the backing of the collectivity-owned capital, a 
“credential” that entitles them to credit in the various senses of the 
word (Bourdieu, 1986: 248).   
 
Social capital is convertible under specific circumstances into money and is instituted 
symbolically or cognitively (Bourdieu, 1986). It is essentially about “the value and 
power to individuals of participation and social networks” (Gamarnikow and Green, 
2000: 97).  
This concept is synonymous with the term ‘social networks’ and basically 
comprises ‘social obligations’ or ‘connections’ as well as other perceptible substances 
such as ‘goodwill’ and ‘fellowship’ (Bourdieu, 1986; Putnam, 2000). As each term 
suggests, social networks are not unidirectional but can induce reciprocities (Schuller, 
Baron and Field, 2000). Trust and social norms are also inherent aspects of social 
capital. With trust and the ensuing sense of belonging to the community, people are 
more likely to cooperate and be socially responsible. A socially cohesive society filled 
with decent and democratic persons working for the mutual good is thus a rationally 
ideal place (Gamarnikow and Green, 2000). Then again, Putnam (1993) argues that 
social capital can also manifest in negative forms, which may cause exclusion and 
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discrimination. It can also lead to favouritisms, dependencies and reduce creativity 
(Tan, 2003). 
Generally, social capital is a vital resource whether in seeking jobs, help, 
friendship or even solace (Fischer cited in Putnam, 2000). The best way of generating 
social capital is to actually use it. Ultimately, it is an influential instrument for social 
change. Indeed, results from varying studies have shown that academic achievements 
are strongly correlated to social capital (Gamarnikow and Green, 2000). Coleman is 
one scholar who places education in a social context and establishes a link between 
social inequality and educational attainment (Putnam, 2000). Coleman (1988) 
differentiates between human and social capital and postulates that social capital has a 
positive effect on the acquisition of qualifications. To summarise, he sees social 
capital as a  
set of resources that inhere in family relations and in community 
social organization and that are useful for the cognitive and social 
development of a child or young person (Coleman, 1994: 300 cited 
in Schuller et. al., 2000: 6). 
 
Conversely, Helliwell and Putnam (1999) discover that increase in education levels 
will also contribute towards improving social trust drastically. 
 
2.3.2 Schools and the transmission of capital 
Upon reviewing the different forms of cultural capital and social capital, it is 
evident that education and its related institutions are the key tools in the accumulation 
and transmission of these forms of capital. Generally, knowledge, skills and 
qualifications, which equate to cultural capital are transmitted through schools 
(Bourdieu, 1996). Similarly, many concepts and networks characteristic of social 
capital are also transmitted and reinforced through education and social institutions 
such as schools. Citizenship education in particular serves as a device in reaffirming 
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and strengthening a person’s affiliation to a specific country as well as to fellow 
citizens. It can help teach decency, build trust and create a cohesive society with 
socially-responsible individuals (Crick, 2000; White, 1992).  
Indeed, schools serve as the key sites for the transmission of capital, especially 
cultural and social capital. For instance, apart from imparting cultural capital, schools 
in Singapore are purportedly also developing social capital by ‘binding’ different 
individuals together and reinforcing “the social networks and norms of reciprocity and 
trust among Singaporeans” (Hawazi Daipi, 2002). In fact, Singapore schools aim 
especially to imbue their students/human capital with cultural and social capital in an 
effective way that guarantees the conversion of these three forms of capital into 
economic capital for them and the country.  
 
2.3.3 Transnational subjects and capital mobility 
As mentioned previously, members of the TCC are said to possess a variety of 
flexible capital 12  that are “mobilized to further the direct interests of the global 
capitalist system” (Sklair, 2001: 17). The key point to note though is that the capitalist 
class, previously thought to be fixed to a particular nation-state can now cross 
borders. This is possible because members of the TCC “partake differentially in 
recognizable global patterns of capital accumulation, consuming and thinking” 
(Sklair, 2001: 12). When members move, they are actually bringing the capital they 
possess with them since most of it is embodied within them13. At the same time, to 
facilitate return migration, settlement and eventually the formation of transnational 
ties, some forms of capital are also strategically left behind. Meanwhile, members of 
                                                 
12 Examples include education certificates from renowned universities, specific skills and/or knowledge 
(cultural capital) as well as strategic social contacts within multinational corporations (social capital). 
13 This suggests that the capital employed by transnationals is also bound up with the TCC in a global 
capitalist system. 
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TCC continue to acquire new capital in their new and old homes. While social capital 
has earlier been documented as transnational, the mobility of members belonging to 
TCC also implies that cultural capital can move and perhaps, become transnational. 
This idea definitely requires further investigation. 
 
2.4 The Singaporean transnational subject 
Upon understanding the different forms of capital and how they are being 
transmitted to, and by members of the TCC, this section now focuses on a specific 
group of Singaporean transmigrants. Unsurprisingly, given the escalating educational 
achievement as well as the New International Division of Labour in Asia, the number 
of Asian transmigrants is rising; leading to a corresponding increase in the amount of 
relevant literature. Within this literature, several studies about Singaporean elite 
migrants since the 1990s can be found. These studies cover various aspects pertaining 
to transmigration such as problems, national identity, gender relations and family. 
Numerous reports also attempt to provide a gendered perspective towards 
Singaporean transmigration. A study by Willis and Yeoh (1998) on Singaporean 
expatriates uncovers that Singaporeans are generally unwilling to move out of their 
comfort zone citing hardships in the new country and other family considerations. 
However, once they have migrated, many are likely to continue moving to other 
countries rather than return to Singapore. Wives who migrate with their spouses often 
have to give up familial support networks as well as their jobs. They may find it 
difficult to reintegrate into the workforce upon their return. In cases where spouses, 
often the wives, are left behind, family units may disintegrate due to the separation. 
 Willis and Yeoh’s (2000) research on Singaporean migration to China also 
reveals analogous findings. They note that the migration of Singaporean elites is a 
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highly-gendered process and elaborate on the different household strategies adopted 
by the families. Women are shown to experience more changes and challenges to their 
self-identity in comparison to the men. In yet another study on Singaporeans moving 
to China, Yeoh and Willis (1999) demonstrate that gender relations are 
transnationalised and further entrenched with migration. Due to various factors, 
gender roles segregating men as bread-winners and women as homemakers intensify 
after migration. Evidence also indicates that women are especially concerned over 
their children’s education and worry when children are unable to fit into the 
Singapore system after their return. Hence, mothers may sacrifice their careers to 
ensure that their children are able to catch up.  
Finally, similar gendered perspectives of migration are reflected in Willis and 
Yeoh’s (2002) research comparing Singaporean and British TCC in China. What is 
interesting is that some interviewees accompanying their spouses on overseas 
attachment indicated that they had to put their children into boarding schools in the 
home country so that children would not forget their ‘roots’. Yet, for adult 
Singaporean transmigrants, Kong (1999) ascertains that being in a transnational 
situation reinforces and strengthens their sense of national identity. They assert their 
Singaporeaness and feel more rooted to Singapore. 
 
2.5 International education 
Although education is often cited as the primary concern of transmigrating 
Singaporean parents, there is little research on the overseas education of their 
offspring. In their study, Willis and Yeoh (1998) indicate that Chinese teachers from 
the Ministry of Education are sent to cities with large Singaporean communities to 
help younger Singaporeans with their Mandarin. They also mention briefly that some 
 33
Singaporean parents are rather dissatisfied with the SISs set up by private 
Singaporean companies in cities such as Suzhou and Wuxi14. Parents grumble that the 
education provided, especially discipline and assignments are not akin to Singapore’s 
and express the need to reintegrate their supposedly ‘disadvantaged’ children back 
into the Singapore system as quickly as possible. 
On a more general note, there is also limited research on international schools 
and international education. Some of the studies available concentrate on assessing 
international schools, the education they provide and the resulting perceptions of 
students or teachers from these schools. First, Hayden and Thompson (1995a) 
distinguish between international education and international schools, stating that they 
do not necessarily equate to the other. Though the authors attempt to explain their 
rationale by reviewing several definitions of international education, they are 
eventually unable to conclude what forms the most appropriate definition. 
International education may be generally interpreted as different educational efforts 
designed to foster an international outlook and encourage international understanding 
and collaboration. More specifically, it is an educational tool used to help younger 
generations  
cope with life in an increasingly interdependent world, where 
expansion of the international market place, development of 
sophisticated and rapid forms of travel and communication networks 
and potential for damage to the environment and mass destruction of 
human life, make it increasingly impossible for individuals to 
disclaim knowledge of and responsibility for events on a larger scale 
than their own village, city or nation (Harvard Educational Review, 
1985 cited in Hayden and Thompson, 1995a: 328). 
 
The key points derived from both definitions are the creation of an international 
orientation and development of international cooperation and harmony. 
                                                 
14 The SIS in Wuxi has since closed. 
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 There are basically two types of international schools. First, the truly 
international schools  
whose students and staff are representative of a number of cultural 
and ethnic origins, where the IB and/or a number of different 
national courses and examinations are offered and where the ethos is 
one of internationalism as distinct from nationalism (Hill, 1994 cited 
in Hayden and Thompson, 1995a: 337). 
 
Such schools adopt an ideology of promoting international understanding and 
cooperation. Examples include United Nations International School and Washington 
International School. Another type of international school refers to national schools 
located in foreign lands serving predominantly specific expatriate communities whose 
children’s needs are ‘neglected’ by the local schools. Most of their staff and students 
have the same nationality and only that country’s curriculum and examinations are 
offered. These schools are often funded by the respective governments. French 
International, American International and Gyosei International School are some 
examples. 
 From their studies, Hayden and Thompson (1995a) argue that international 
schools may not necessarily provide an international education while other national-
based schools may actually do so. They also describe two groups of students likely to 
enrol in international schools. One group of students is based overseas for a lengthier 
but predetermined time, yet does not modify their perception of home. Another group 
of students comes from fairly transient families whose moves are more permanent, 
occurring over prolonged periods. Such students are exposed to different cultures, 
languages and people. While they may speak different languages, have wider world 
knowledge and career opportunities, they can find it difficult to identify with any 
particular culture, language or home. They are purportedly  
neither a product of the culture of the country in which they are 
studying nor of the country of their legal nationality, because for 
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most of their lives they have lived in a variety of alien settings 
(European Council of International Schools, 1993: xiii). 
 
 Other studies by Hayden and Thompson (1995b; 1997) explore the different 
interpretations students have on international education and ‘being international’. 
Only some of the findings are highlighted here. First, students from international 
schools typically feel that having an international attitude involves being more 
tolerant of other viewpoints even if they are personally revolting. To develop an 
international attitude, they deem it important to mix with people of other cultures in 
and outside school (Hayden and Thompson, 1995b). Unsurprisingly, this group 
exhibits high levels of intercultural sensitivity15 which is also positively correlated to 
the amount of time they spent attending international schools (Straffon, 2003).  
Another study illustrates that there are certain “universals of international 
education” held by international students worldwide, namely: 
diversity of student cultures within school, teachers as exemplars of 
international mindedness, exposure to others of different cultures, 
and the formal curriculum (Hayden and Thompson, 1997:471).  
 
The study also reveals that geographical locations affect students’ understanding of 
the term ‘culture’. In yet another study, Hayden, Rancic and Thompson (2000) learn 
that teachers and students from international schools generally consider similar factors 
crucial in contributing to being international. Many of these key factors can be 
classified under mindsets such as fascination and being knowledgeable about other 
people and countries in addition to being unbiased and adaptable; regarding other 
people’s cultures and views as important as one’s own; according respect to others 
and respecting their rights to have different opinions, and speaking at least two 
languages fluently.  
                                                 
15 Intercultural sensitivity refers to one’s “response to cultural differences and perspectives of people 
from other cultures” (Bhawuk and Brislin, 1992 cited in Straffon, 2003: 488). 
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Finally, in a study concerning parental priorities when selecting international 
schools for their children, Mackenzie, Hayden and Thompson (2003) conclude that 
parents view having an English-medium education as the most important criterion. 
Parents of children in different international schools often share similar opinions 
pertaining to education. They enrol their children into international schools because 
they like the class environment which is filled with diverse cultures and nationalities; 
the provision of the International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma Programme16 and also 
the school’s educational achievements.  While parents with children at different 
school-going age have similar criterion in school selection, there is a marked 
difference in opinions between genders. 
 
2.6 Research aims 
Having reviewed the existing literature and identified areas requiring further 
research, this thesis then focuses on a relatively neglected area of study concerning 
the increasing mobility of knowledge within the fields of transnationalism and 
globalisation. This facet is examined through the transnationalisation of the education 
system and educators within a Singaporean context. The overall aim of this thesis is to 
explore the role played by education in training young Singaporeans overseas 
navigate between the imperatives and tensions of nation-building on the one hand and 
transnational mobilities on the other. It also examines the transmission and/or 
accumulation of various forms of capital by assorted groups of transnational 
Singaporean agents in tandem with an exploration of their transmigratory experiences. 
To achieve these aims, the study delves into such issues from three different but 
                                                 
16 This is a two year pre-university programme accepted by universities worldwide. It helps ease 
students into university education and emphasises on the principles of intercultural understanding and 
responsible citizenship (IBO, 2004). 
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interrelated angles, explicitly the educational institutions, educators in addition to the 
parents and their children. 
More specifically, the study first investigates the extent to which a Singapore-
style education continues to bear the hallmarks of the Singapore nation when 
transplanted onto transnational social space. It examines what happens to Singapore’s 
education and its embedded ideologies when the system is transferred abroad and 
offered as ‘international education’. The study then concentrates on the effectiveness 
of this Singapore-styled international education in instilling senses of 
‘Singaporeaness’ and belonging to Singapore; ultimately creating groups of 
cosmopolitan yet loyal Singaporean citizens among transnational subjects, able to 
navigate successfully in a globalising world. At the same time, comments from 
Singaporean children enrolled in other international schools and their parents are also 
obtained to offer a comparison between the education offered by SISs and the other.  
Next, the thesis probes into the roles played by both Singaporean educators 
and parents in transmitting Singaporean ideals and citizenship values to young 
Singaporeans. The adults’ negotiations of their respective national identity are 
scrutinised to ascertain the impact on their function as potential purveyors of 
Singaporean citizenship and values. In general, this thesis explores the interplay 
between citizen-making and transnational sensibilities in a ‘space of flows’, 
attempting to tease out the tensions between nation-building and transnational 
mobilities. This study is also concerned with the accumulation of the different forms 
of capital by the various transnational actors. From these aspects, the ‘transferability’ 
of cultural and social capital alongside the transnational movements of its respective 
holders will be examined.  
 38
Seeing that educators and parents form two distinct groups of transnationals, 
middling transnationals and the TCC respectively, this study also seeks to provide a 
gendered perspective on their transmigratory behaviour and experiences. It reveals the 
challenges and struggles faced, as well as the family strategies employed by 
transmigrants, particularly Singaporeans participating in the call to ‘go regional’ or 
‘go global’. The reservations that Singaporean TCCs have especially those pertaining 
to their children’s education are also studied. By examining the transmigratory 
experiences and anxieties of Singaporean expatriates, this thesis is also inspecting the 
adequacy of existing support structures set up by the government, paying special 
consideration to the area of education. Lastly, the study seeks to unravel how 
education serves as the ever-important social device in linking Singaporeans and 
foreigners to the state as well as to each other via the networks they share. It also 
observes what vital improvements are needed to enhance educational policy in the 
face of transnationalism and globalisation.  
 
2.7 Conceptual framework 
Based on the aims listed earlier, the conceptual framework attempts to weld 
together all the relevant aspects of the theories, particularly those relating to 
transnationalism and capital, to provide the theoretical backing of this thesis. 
Singaporeans overseas exhibit the traits of transmigrants in that they forge and 
maintain multiple social fields crossing national borders, linking their host and home 
countries together. Each Singaporean transmigrant embodies a unique set of cultural 
capital whilst possessing other forms of capital such as social and economic capital. 
The Singaporean transmigrant depicted here could be an educator, parent or student. 
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While working with these concepts, gender serves as a major lens through which their 
transmigratory experiences are scrutinised.  
As more Singaporean transmigrants gather together in a specific offshore 
locale, they band together to form a transnational community. Although this term is 
being used in this thesis, it does not imply that the group of Singaporeans is 
homogeneous. Instead, what is emphasised here is the creation of thick social fields 
crossing national polities. The concept also draws attention to the significance of 
understanding the context in which transmigrants are collectively immersed. 
Naturally, their transnational activities create and occur in transnational social spaces. 
These intricate relationships are captured in diagrammatic form in Figure 2.2. 
 
FIGURE 2.2: Conceptual Framework 
 
 
As observed in Figure 2.2, the Singaporean transmigrant forms the centre of 
the linkages he or she has forged between Singapore and other countries. The 
boundaries have all become blurred due to the incessant exchanges weaving to and fro 
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as denoted by the wavy lines. Money, education, social networks and politics could on 
one hand, illustrate the main type of connections Singaporean transmigrants maintain 
with their home country. However, they can also function as the factors affecting the 
development of any subsequent transnational ties between individuals and Singapore. 
Education offered by SISs in particular has conceivably gone transnational and serve 
as conduits between younger Singaporeans and Singapore, and even other countries. 
 
2.8 Methodology 
 The primary data for this thesis was gathered in field studies conducted in 
short periods spanning over a year, from March 2003 to March 2004. Five SISs in 
four different countries were covered; namely Hong Kong (SIS-HK 17 ), Suzhou 
(Suzhou-SIS), Shanghai (SSIS) and Bangkok (SISB and ASIS). A variety of 
qualitative 18  methods such as participant observation, face-to-face in-depth 
interviews, group interviews and e-mail interviews were used to gather data19. The 
target group includes educators who are Singaporeans or Singapore Permanent 
Residents (SPRs), school administrative staff and teachers of other nationalities. 
Eventually, parents and their children were also interviewed.  
Respondents were first gathered using a snowball method relying on the leads 
recommended by principals, personal contacts and interviewees. School directories 
and staff lists were also consulted. In addition, presidents of various Singapore 
organisations in the respective locations were contacted to obtain more leads. 
                                                 
17 Though SIS is the proper acronym for Singapore International School in Hong Kong, SIS-HK is used 
in this thesis to avoid any confusion. 
18 Despite the possibility of interviewer bias creeping in at various points of this study, qualitative work 
was still deemed as more appropriate since the study is predominantly interested in the testimonials and 
personalised experiences of the respondents. Participant observation further allows the interviewer to 
enter into and better understand the environment. Flexible individual in-depth interviews were 
conducted in order to accommodate the respondents’ varied schedules. However, focus groups with 3 
to 4 individuals were carried out when scheduling permitted. 
19 Refer to Appendices 1 to 4 for Aide Memoire. 
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Subsequently, a modified form of stratified random sampling was adopted in order to 
cover the spread of teachers such as gender, marital status, teaching experience and 
years spent overseas. Finally, 112 respondents 20  comprising principals, teachers, 
school administrators, parents and children were interviewed. The interviews were 
mainly conducted in English although several interviews were conducted in Mandarin 
according to the interviewees’ preferences. 
Apart from primary data, secondary data forms another vital source of 
information for this thesis. Secondary data from relevant government agencies were 
obtained via correspondences and their official websites. Other written sources of 
secondary data such as newspapers, magazines, books and government publications 
were also consulted to obtain a deeper understanding of the different topics and issues 
relating to this study. They are also used to supplement and support the information 
gathered from the field. 
 
2.9 Conclusion 
 The literature review in this chapter provides a better understanding of the 
general milieu and the theoretical context of this thesis. Following the establishment 
of the theoretical framework of this thesis, the next chapter proceeds to describe the 
contextual background of the study. 
                                                 
20 Refer to Appendix 5 for the breakdown. As some of the interviewees wear multiple hats, it must be 
stressed here that some interviewees were interviewed twice, one in their capacity as educators and 
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CHAPTER 3 
SETTING THE CONTEXT 
 
3.1 Introduction 
 This chapter establishes the context for the study by describing the 
circumstances leading to the current design of the educational system in Singapore, its 
critical philosophies, curriculum and programmes. In so doing, the chapter explores 
what is actually meant by a Singapore-style education and sets the stage of what an 
education in Singapore entails. This contextual information is important in allowing 
for subsequent comparisons when the curriculum and its essential elements are 
transplanted into different environments. Following this, the background information 
of the various SISs in this study is presented to provide one with a better 
understanding of the respective schools. 
  
3.2 Singapore: past, present and future 
Upon suddenly gaining independence in 1965, Singapore was immediately 
confronted with several pressing problems. At that time, the foremost challenge for 
the young nation-state was to gain economic sovereignty and provide enough jobs to 
sustain its population. Hence, it began engaging in labour-intensive, export-oriented 
manufacturing activities, which however proved to be unsustainable in due course. 
First, in concentrating on the manufacturing sector during the pre-1980s period, the 
government had neglected to invest in “indigenous technological capabilities”, 
resulting in “low value-added activities by domestic enterprises in Singapore” 
(Yeung, 1999: 7). Second, there was also a serious labour shortage in various labour 
markets. Most importantly, with other countries becoming cheaper manufacturing 
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sites, Singapore had little choice but to advance into other arenas in order to survive 
the “‘competitiveness crunch’ in the changing international division of labour” 
(Yeung, 1999: 7). 
Over the years, Singapore has progressed through several phases of economic 
development, shifting from its early activities to today’s high value-added and high-
tech manufacturing and business services amongst other regionalisation and 
globalisation activities (Yeung, 1999). More specifically, some of its strategies 
include attracting foreign investors into Singapore and convincing them to locate their 
regional offices or headquarters there. Unfortunately, these strategies alone are not 
strong enough to withstand economic recessions as they made Singapore overly 
reliant on foreign capital. Next, the government initiated a regionalisation programme 
pushing Singaporean ventures overseas (Willis and Yeoh, 1998) so as to help 
Singaporeans “ride out of economic crisis in the domestic economy” by milking the 
various opportunities available in the region (Yeung, 1999: 8). Similarly, the 1997/98 
Asian economic crisis and failure of its regionalisation drive forced Singapore to 
search for alternative strategies. 
Unavoidably, Singapore is constantly undergoing economic transformations in 
this competitive economic arena where globalisation processes are accelerating 
multiple changes around the world. Globalising Singapore is thus seen as a vital 
strategy in helping Singapore diversify its economy and strike a “judicious balance 
between the regional and global dependencies” of its economy (Ministry of Trade and 
Industry, 1998: 60). Presently, Singapore’s globalisation strategies include: “alliance 
with international capital, foreign equity investment in Singapore and Singapore’s 
equity investment abroad” (Brown, 1998: 39). Singapore continues to entice different 
global corporations to locate their regional headquarters there in the hope that many 
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of their command and control functions will be sited there. This will in turn help 
transform the country into a key international business hub in the region. Ultimately, 
Singapore aims to become a successful knowledge-based economy (Goh, 1997a) with 
a “cosmopolitan centre, able to attract, retain and absorb talent from all over the 
world” (Lee, 2000: 14). It seeks to metamorphose into a global “open society where 
people from many lands can feel at home” (Goh, 1997a).  
 
3.3 The education system in Singapore 
Clearly, the success of Singapore’s globalisation strategy hinges heavily on 
human resources. This accounts for Singapore’s motivations in attracting foreign 
talents to Singapore, upgrading the local workforce and encouraging Singaporeans to 
work abroad. Since human resources form Singapore’s vital capital in meeting its 
economic needs, education then becomes the government’s main investment tool in 
cultivating such capital. Indeed, Singapore’s education sector is closely tied to its 
economic strategies. Singapore’s education system, which is basically divided into 
primary (six years), secondary (four years), post-secondary and university education, 
focuses on developing human resources to meet Singapore’s need for a skilled and 
competent workforce. The government has engineered Singapore’s education system 
such that it can equip Singapore’s human capital with the relevant knowledge and 
skills to complement its globalisation or regionalisation development strategies as 
well as meet its industrial needs. For this purpose, schools lay emphasis on subjects 
such as science and mathematics “to inculcate in pupils the aptitudes and instincts for 
analysis and logical thinking” (Lee, 2003).  
As Singapore re-focuses its economic goals, the education sector in Singapore 
is also constantly undergoing transformations in tandem to these changes. Singapore 
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has since opened up its tertiary education to allow world-class institutions such as 
INSEAD and Stanford University to establish schools in Singapore either 
independently or through alliances (Olds and Thrift, 2004). This initiative allegedly 
brings about multiple advantages. By introducing new information into Singapore, the 
government is first reiterating its emphasis on continuous upgrading for both local and 
foreign professionals. It is simultaneously reinforcing its hopes of creating ‘a new 
breed of Singaporeans’ who are “more entrepreneurial, connected to the world, yet (so 
the state hopes) still committed to ‘our best home’” (Olds and Thrift, 2004). The 
exposure of local educational institutions to competition is also aimed at compelling 
them to improve. Finally, with the infusion of foreign institutions, Singapore is 
assembling a ‘global schoolhouse’ in the state and creating a ‘global education hub’ 
aimed at attracting students from the Asia-Pacific region (Olds and Thrift, 2004). 
The local curriculum is also being refined concurrently. Beyond a concern 
with ensuring the country’s economic survival, schools in Singapore basically adopt a 
‘Total Education’ package that also encompasses character development and National 
Education. This is unsurprising since the government is equally anxious about 
building the moral fibre of the society and ensuring the integrity of the nation; 
concerns that are reflected in its desired outcomes of education (Appendix 6). The 
listed desired outcomes also echoed some of Singapore’s core ideologies, namely 
multiracialism, multiculturalism, multiethnicism and meritocracy. These aspects are 
indeed very important for a relatively young nation hoping to build a cohesive and 
stable community, especially in the wake of the tumultuous racial riots during the 
early years of its independence. Singapore’s national school system is thus deemed by 
the government as the foundation to building a multiracial state whose people are 
united under one common identity. Schools are where the young interact and are 
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taught harmonious living, regardless of race, religion or social status. More 
importantly, schools are used to socialise young Singaporeans to the country’s 
political culture and develop national patriotism, nationhood and a sense of national 
identity among them (Chew, 1994; Wang, 1992/93). 
Another vital feature of education relates to Singapore’s bilingual policy, a 
fundamental social and economic imperative for Singapore (Shanmugaratnam, 2002). 
Albeit the multiple refinements to the mother tongue language policy recently21, the 
government continually stress that bilingualism remains the key pillar of Singapore’s 
education system and of nation-building as it mirrors Singapore’s unique situation as 
a young, multiracial nation. Bilingualism is performed in schools with students 
learning English and their respective mother tongue. English is adopted as 
Singapore’s working language to allow Singaporeans to communicate with the rest of 
the world as well as with other ethnicities in Singapore. It thus bears critical 
economic, social and cultural benefits for Singaporeans.  
On the other hand, the government believes that in making students learn their 
own mother tongues, students are reinforcing their identities as an Asian and 
multicultural society. Learning one’s mother tongue will allegedly let Singaporeans 
learn more about one’s respective ancestral culture and heritage, ensuring that 
“Singaporeans remain grounded in our ancestral Asian culture and values” (Goh, 
2004). It is also economically viable for them to master their mother tongue given that 
there are many growth opportunities in Asia, especially China and India. Therefore, 
learning multiple languages will give Singaporeans an added advantage and assist 
them in communicating effectively with countries in the region and the rest of the 
world. 
                                                 
21 The refinements include removing the mother tongue grade requirement for university admission, 
offering Chinese Language B syllabus (CL B) to those weak in Chinese from Secondary 1 and relaxing 
the higher mother tongue language eligibility criteria (The Straits Times, 22/3/2004). 
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3.4 National Education in Singapore 
Another important component of Singapore’s education pertains to National 
Education (NE)22, Singapore’s version of citizenship education. NE is Singapore’s 
nation-building instrument and is used to create a group of global/cosmopolitan yet 
rooted Singaporeans. While citizenship or civic education23 is generally a contested 
subject as is the concept of citizenship itself (McLaughlin, 1992), Singapore has very 
explicit goals for its citizenship education. NE contains six key messages (see 
Appendix 7), which include educating Singaporeans on what it means to be a 
Singapore citizen - active commitment, responsibility to fellow Singaporeans and 
making a difference in one’s community, society, and country. It also aims to impart 
to students the nation’s values, its challenges, the need to have an independent 
economy and defence plus the ways of ensuring cohesion and unity in the society. To 
summarise, 
National Education is about developing a strong sense of nationhood 
by connecting Singaporeans to Singapore and by enhancing bonds 
among Singaporeans (Nexus, 2004). 
 
Although NE has been in existence in the military since the 1970s, the idea for 
NE in schools emerged after results from a surprise survey revealed that young 
Singaporeans are generally ignorant about its recent history (Tan and Wan, 2003). 
This prompted then PM Goh to comment at The Teachers’ Day Rally in 1996 that NE 
is necessary in developing 
                                                 
22  Apart from schools, NE programmes are now also being implemented across the numerous 
ministries and agencies in Singapore (Nexus, 2004). 
23 Although Kennedy (1997) defines citizenship education and civic education differently - describing 
civic education as the prescribed instructional programmes and citizenship education to be broader and 
inclusive of the various methods in which citizens are able to practise their parts in a democracy – 
many other studies reviewed used these two terms synonymously. Since civic education is a component 
of citizenship education, these two terms will be used in this paper to refer to all aspects relating to 
citizenship education. 
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instincts that become part of the psyche of every child…engender a 
shared sense of nationhood, and understanding on how our past is 
relevant to our present and future (MOE, 1997).  
 
NE soon became an essential element of the government’s strategies in education to 
prepare Singaporeans for the future and maintain Singapore’s successes and interests 
in the new millennium.  
Following this speech, the National Education Committee (NEC) was set up to 
develop the NE programme, which was officially launched by then Deputy Prime 
Minister Lee Hsien Loong on 17 May 1997. During the launch, he reiterates that NE 
“aims to develop national cohesion, the instinct for survival and confidence in the 
future among the young Singaporeans” (MOE, 8/7/2003). He further rationalises the 
need for NE, commenting that   
[w]e cannot offer our next generation any fixed formula for success, 
or even any set goals in life. They will face new circumstances and 
problems. They will need to think through and work out their own 
solutions. But we must equip them with the basic attitudes, values 
and instincts which make them Singaporeans. This is the common 
culture that will give them a shared perception of life, and draw them 
closer together as one people when confronted with serious 
problems. This will give them a well-founded faith in the country's 
future. This is the DNA to be passed from one generation to the next. 
(Lee, 1997) 
 
Based on these objectives, the NEC proposed that NE’s purpose could be achieved 
- by fostering a sense of identity, pride and self-respect as 
Singaporeans 
- by knowing the Singapore story – how Singapore succeeded 
against the odds to become a nation 
- by understanding Singapore’s unique challenges, constraints and 
vulnerabilities which make us different from other countries 
- by instilling the core values of our way of life, and the will to 




In order for NE24 to succeed, the committee also made several suggestions. 
First, they proposed that every educator must first be convinced of the significance of 
NE, be dedicated to it and be actively involved in some form of NE programme. Since 
NE’s effectiveness supposedly lies in its appeal to one’s heart and mind, it must 
extend beyond written knowledge and be internalised in pupils’ consciousness. NE 
should also develop thinking and has to be reinforced by society. 
 A two-prong approach in fostering national feelings among students was also 
recommended. Teachers are to start by imparting to students the details, conditions 
and prospects facing Singapore so that they can decide on their future confidently and 
pragmatically. Teachers will then cultivate in students an emotional attachment and 
allegiance to Singapore and fellow Singaporeans such that they will be willing to 
remain and defend the country when it meets with trouble. The NEC understands that 
patriotic sentiments cannot be infused directly into students but believes that it is 
possible and equally vital to infuse in them a pride in Singapore as well as nurture 
their sense of belonging and loyalty to the community. The NEC went on to advise 
that a ‘spiral approach’ be used in teaching NE, proceeding first from the simple and 
tangible to the complicated and theoretical.  
In order to incorporate NE into school programmes, some changes were made 
to the formal curriculum. While NE was not made an independent subject but to be 
instilled across the official curriculum, the NEC did note that subjects such as Social 
Studies, Civics and Moral Education (CME) Geography, History and General Paper 
were more suitable for conveying NE messages. While the former two were 
compulsory subjects, History and Geography were not mandatory subjects at the 
upper secondary level. Subsequently, Social Studies and CME are to be taught 
                                                 
24  The following information on NE was consolidated from various sources namely the National 
Education Branch (2003), the National Education website set up by MOE (8/7/2003), MOE’s Press 
Release (1997) and Nexus (2004).  
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throughout the ten years of compulsory education (Primary 1 to Secondary 4/5). 
Students must now select another elective humanity subject (History, Geography or 
Literature) at upper secondary to complement the mandatory Social Studies 
component. The NEC further specified that NE should not burden the existing 
syllabus but materials referring to NE should receive a heightened focus and emphasis 
during lessons.  
Lastly, the informal curriculum was also not neglected as it can help develop a 
sense of belonging to the community and build comradeship and friendships among 
pupils of differing races and abilities. Schools have the autonomy to design their 
informal programme but must comply with certain prescribed core activities. This 
includes extra-curricular activities; observances of key historical events for example, 
Total Defence Day, International Friendship Day, Racial Harmony Day and National 
Day; commemoration of other significant social, political or economic events; visits 
to important sites in Singapore and the performance of community service. In short, 
schools will purportedly have a more heightened and holistic approach to teaching 
National Education. Although there is no concrete evidence showing how NE has 
fared in the past few years, then DPM Lee (2003) remarked that,  
[s]urveys show that young Singaporeans by and large have 
understood the importance of NE and its key messages. There is 
greater common understanding of what Singapore stands for. 
 
3.5 Backgrounds of schools being studied 
 Having established an outline of Singapore’s education system, its 
fundamental ideologies as well as its NE programme, attention is now paid to the SISs 
located offshore. The next segment outlines the background information on the SISs25 
                                                 
25 While efforts have been made to ensure that all information presented here remains updated, it must 
be stressed that the schools are constantly changing. As such, some of the information here may not be 
valid since the last field visit. 
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in this study, specifically those located in Hong Kong, Shanghai, Suzhou and 
Bangkok. The various schools were all set up with the initial intention of serving the 
relatively larger Singaporean expatriate populations residing in the above-named 
locations. Furthermore, these schools try consciously to brand themselves as a 
Singapore international school. Thus, these schools in their respective locations are 
ideal sites for this study. Although the SISs in Jakarta also carry such traits, time and 
resource limitations meant that they had to be omitted from this study. 
 
3.5.1 Singapore International School, Hong Kong (SIS-HK)   
As mentioned previously, SIS-HK bears the honour of being the only offshore 
international school officially commissioned by the Singapore government and with a 
management style likened to that of an independent school in Singapore. It is 
currently located in Aberdeen, a fairly prestigious area, on Hong Kong Island. This is 
its second site after moving from its previous location in Kennedy Town. SIS-HK was 
first established in September 1991 with only 17 teaching staff and an enrolment of 
200 pupils (SIS, 2000). Its present teaching staff strength numbers around 60, 
originating from countries such as Singapore, Australia, Canada, France, Britain, 
Scotland, China and Hong Kong. Of this number, 38.3% are Singaporeans with 25% 
being posted there by the Ministry of Education and 13.3% who are employed on 
local terms. Around 60% of the 870 students now enrolled in SIS-HK, are either 
Singaporeans (50%) or SPRs (10%) while the remaining students comprise more than 
15 other nationalities26. 
The school consists of two sections, a 2-year preparatory section serving 
children ages 4 to 6 and a primary section for children ages 7 to 12. SIS-HK follows 
                                                 
26 Unfortunately, the school was unwilling to reveal the actual breakdown. 
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the core Singapore curriculum very closely, offering a bilingual education in English 
and Mandarin. A third language, French, along with subjects such as swimming and 
speech and drama are also offered to enhance students’ learning. Naturally, most of its 
textbooks, including Social Studies, are imported from Singapore. The practices of 
this school are also similar to Singapore’s, with the students observing the flag raising 
ceremony every morning where the Singapore National Anthem is sung. Hidden 
within the impressive-looking 13-storey school building are many modern facilities 
including a gymnasium, auditorium and an indoor swimming pool.  
 
PHOTOGRAPH 3.1: Singapore International School, Hong Kong 
 
 




PHOTOGRAPH 3.3: Classroom Environment, SIS-HK 
 
 
3.5.2 Shanghai Singapore International School (SSIS) 
Started in Shanghai in 1996, SSIS currently has two campuses there; Minhang 
Campus located in Jidi Road and Xuhui Campus in Huajing Road27 . SSIS was 
initiated by Singapore’s tycoon, Tan Hong Koon and is managed by PRIME Group 
International. The management relies heavily on the advice given by Singapore 
Teacher’s Union, present and/or ex-educators in Singapore as well as top Singaporean 
schools to administer or design the school’s instructional programmes. A significant 
proportion of the teaching staff, including the principal, is Singaporean (Table 3.1), 
with many having taught in Singapore for an extensive period. They are very well 
versed in Singapore’s curriculum and education system. Hence, SSIS bears a marked 
resemblance to Singapore schools and retains a strong Singaporean influence.  
The school consists of three sections: pre-school, primary and secondary 
section, serving children between 3 to 15 years of age. Preparations for a high school 
are now underway and the management is awaiting approval from the authorities. 
                                                 
27 There was only one campus in Shanghai - Minhang Campus - when the fieldwork was conducted. 
The principal revealed that the second campus was ready but was not operational yet. Unfortunately, as 
there was no opportunity to revisit the school, most of the information gathered relates to the Minhang 
campus only and may not reflect the latest figures. 
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SSIS has grown steadily over the years from a modest student enrolment of 18 to a 
high of 650 (Lin, 2003). The total enrolment number fluctuates since students come 
and go according to their parents’ contract. Overall, around 19% to 20% of its 
students are Singaporeans. The majority of its remaining pupils are of Asian origins, 
with many coming from Taiwan and Korea. Other nationalities include Hong Kong, 
Malaysia, India and western countries such as Europe and America.  
SSIS professes to follow a bilingual Singapore-style curriculum very closely, 
using English as the teaching language whilst offering mother tongue28 as a second 
language. For its secondary school, both the Singapore-Cambridge GCE O’Level 
Programme as well as the IB Middle Years Programme are offered (SSIS, 2005). 
Many of its textbooks and teaching materials are also sourced from Singapore but the 
school does not use History texts from Singapore nor does it have a prescribed Social 
Studies textbook. Since it does not follow Singapore’s elective humanities programme, 
Social Studies is not taught at upper secondary levels. 
 
TABLE 3.1: Profile of Teaching Staff from SSIS* 
Nationality Number of Staff Percentage (%) 
PRC 35 42.2 
Singaporean 30 36.2 
Indian 3 3.6 
Canadian 3 3.6 
American 3 3.6 
Australian 2 2.4 
Britain / UK 2 2.4 
Taiwanese 2 2.4 
Hong Konger 1 1.2 
South African 1 1.2 
Indonesian 1 1.2 
Total 83 100 
 *Figures accurate as of 18 March 2003 
 
                                                 
28 As observed during the field study, mother tongue typically meant Mandarin. 
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PHOTOGRAPH 3.4: Shanghai Singapore International School, Minhang Campus 
 
 
PHOTOGRAPH 3.5: School Canteen, SSIS 
 
 
3.5.3 Suzhou Singapore International School (Suzhou-SIS) 
Suzhou-SIS started in 1996 as a joint collaboration between China Singapore 
Suzhou Industrial Park Development Co Ltd (CSSD) and Beng and Ooi Medical 
Services Pte Ltd in Singapore. It is currently managed by CSSD. Due to the initial 
heavy involvement of the Singapore government in the Suzhou Industrial Park Project, 
many Singaporeans were expected to relocate to Suzhou. Hence, the school was 
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started in the heart of the industrial park using the Singapore curriculum while 
integrating international viewpoints (Suzhou Singapore International School, 2004). 
However, since the Singapore government returned the management of the park to the 
Chinese government, the flow of Singaporeans into Suzhou is progressively 
diminishing. This thus accounts for the dwindling Singaporean population in the 
school with only eight (16.3%) Singaporean teachers (Table 3.2) and 62 (15.5%) 
Singaporean students (Table 3.3). Most of its principals are also not Singaporeans. 
 
TABLE 3.2: Profile of Teaching Staff from Suzhou-SIS * 
Nationality Number of Staff Percentage (%) 
Britain 14 28.6 
PRC 13 26.5 
Singaporean 8 16.3 
Australian 5 10.2 
USA/Canada 3 6.1 
New Zealander 2 4.1 
S. African 2 4.1 
Irish 2 4.1 
Total 49 100 
  *Figures accurate as of 17 March 2003. 
 
The declining numbers of Singaporeans have also affected the curriculum 
design. While the core curriculum is still based on Singapore’s syllabus and the main 
language being English and Mandarin as second language, many other aspects have 
changed. Its kindergarten section caters to 3 to 6 year-old children, blending “its basis 
in the Singaporean education system with the ideas of early child education from 
countries around the world” (Suzhou Singapore International School, 2004). The 
primary section offers an array of subjects similar to Singapore’s but only caters to 
children up to Primary 5. Unlike the other two schools, Suzhou-SIS does not prepare 
students for Singapore’s Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE). Next, the 
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secondary school serves students from Year 6 to 12 using the IB programme. 
Presently, the school only uses Singapore textbooks as a guide and not core texts.  
 
TABLE 3.3: Profile of Students Enrolled in Suzhou-SIS* 
Nationality No. of Students Percentage (%) 
Taiwanese 98  24.50 
Korean 62  15.50 
Singaporean 62  15.50 
Japanese 38  9.50 
USA 24  6.00 
Malaysian 18  4.50 
Finnish 17  4.25 
British 14  3.50 
Danish 10  2.50 
French 8  2.00 
Indonesian 7  1.75 
Australian 7  1.75 
Canadian 7  1.75 
Hong Konger 6  1.50 
New Zealander 6  1.50 
German 5  1.25 
Brazilian 3  0.75 
Thai 2  0.50 
Swedish 2  0.50 
Turkish 2  0.50 
Filipino 1  0.25 
Norwegian 1  0.25 
Total  400  100 
  *Figures accurate as of 17 March 2003. 




PHOTOGRAPH 3.7: A Typical Class in Suzhou-SIS 
 
 
3.5.4 Singapore International School Bangkok (SISB) 
 SISB was started in September 2001 by a group of investors comprising 6 
Singaporeans and 4 Thais (The New Paper, 31/7/2003). There are currently 6 
stakeholders in the school. Among its staff of native English, Mandarin and Thai 
teachers, the principal is the only Singaporean (Table 3.4) in the school located in 
Ekamai Soi 14, Sukhumvit 63. The school enrolment began with 40 students aged 3 to 
7 and 80% of them are Thais while 20% are foreigners (The Nation, 28/7/2003). 
Within the 20% group, only around 4 of them are Singaporeans. The school begins 
with a flag-raising ceremony in the morning where the Thai flag is raised and Thai 
anthem is played.  
Though the school has 2 sections, kindergarten and primary, it is currently not 
a full school as it is relatively young and only has classes up to Primary 4. It asserts 
that it follows Singapore’s primary school curriculum very closely, offering the same 
array of subjects but with creativity injected into them. SISB offers a bilingual 
education of English (main) and Mandarin as a second language. Thai language is 
offered through Thai classes as stipulated by the Thai government. SISB also claims 
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to infuse three initiatives into their curriculum, Thinking Skills, Information 
Technology and Singapore National Education. Presently, the school only uses 
textbooks from Singapore and even has a modified streaming system at Primary 3 to 
separate pupils according to their learning pace. 
 
TABLE 3.4: Profile of Teaching Staff from SISB* 
Nationality Number of Staff Percentage (%) 
PRC 3 23.1 
Thai 2 15.4 
American 2 15.4 
British 2 15.4 
Romanian 2 15.4 
Canadian 1 7.7 
Thai/Filipino 1 7.7 
Total 13 100 
  *Figures accurate as of 29 October 2003. 
 







PHOTOGRAPH 3.9: Classroom Environment, SISB 
 
 
3.5.5 Anglo-Singapore International School (ASIS) 
The school situated in Sukhumvit 31 is spearheaded by Mrs. Julie Sutanto – 
the school administrator – a Singaporean whose husband has business interests in 
Thailand. Incidentally, she was one of the initial founders of SISB but has since left 
that school. ASIS is so named to distinguish itself from SISB and also to identify 
itself as a school using British English, working with British teachers (The New 
Paper, 31/7/2003). This school only began operating in January 2003 and its staff 
strength stands at around 15 teachers. Two of its teachers are Singaporeans, including 
Mrs. Sutanto herself (Table 3.5). Though new, ASIS has a student enrolment of 75 
students, of which around 80% to 85% are Singaporeans. The remainder are from 
Malaysia, Thailand, China and Taiwan amongst other countries. Most of its pupils are 
ethnically Chinese but the school is starting to admit ethnically Malay pupils. 
 Similarly, the school has two sections, kindergarten and primary but is also not 
a full school with the highest level at Primary 5. The school claims to be a ‘true-blue 
Singapore school’ and follows the rigorous Singaporean curriculum strictly. This is 
done to ensure a seamless transition when pupils from ASIS return to Singapore. Only 
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Singapore textbooks are used there. Like SISB, it also attempts to introduce creativity 
into its trilingual education of English (main), Mandarin and Thai. However, Mrs. 
Sutanto’s idea is to offer other languages when there is sufficient demand. Beyond the 
formal curriculum, the school also offers enrichment classes such as Abacus, Mental 
Mathematics, Tae-kwon-do and Music and Dance. 
 
TABLE 3.5: Profile of Teaching Staff from ASIS* 
Nationality Number of Staff Percentage (%) 
British 6 40.0 
PRC 2 13.3 
Thai 2 13.3 
Singaporean 2 13.3 
Others 2 13.3 
Filipino 1 6.7 
Total 15 100 
  *Figures accurate as of 27 October 2003. 
 
 










The unique circumstances that surround Singapore’s development from a 
British colony to a global city have undoubtedly resulted in the implementation of 
several distinct economic policies and phases in a bid to ensure its survival. As the 
city-state enters the globalisation phases, the formation of various SISs with varying 
interpretations of Singapore-style education has emerged in different cities in the 
region. While most SISs began as national schools transplanted abroad to serve the 
expatriate Singaporean communities, many had to reconfigure themselves to better 
suit the international market. Ironically though, part of the reason why they were able 
to attract an international clientele is because of the Singapore brand name. The next 
chapter will then continue to examine how a Singapore-style education is being 
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CHAPTER 4 




How each generation turns out depends critically on education. 
Whether our young have the skills, drive and entrepreneurship to 
make a living, whether they uphold the principle of meritocracy, 
whether they love Singapore and are prepared to give their lives in 
her defence are shaped by the education they receive during their 
formative years… (Hawazi Daipi, 2002) 
 
 
 Undeniably, education in Singapore plays a significant role whether in 
moulding characters or in nation-building. As Singapore’s education system is being 
exported overseas, the question remains whether its formulae for education can be 
effectively replicated in an international setting. Hence, this chapter examines through 
multiple narrations how Singaporean citizenship ideals and other core ideologies of its 
education system are carried out (or not) in SISs situated around the region. The 
‘Singaporeaness’ of the various SISs is gauged according to the curriculum, school 
practices or ‘rituals’ and citizenship education amongst other dimensions.  
Basically, the chapter seeks to answer the main question in this thesis on what 
happens to Singapore’s education and its embedded ideologies when the system is 
transferred into overseas institutions; and its eventual influence on the future 
expatriate population of Singapore. It hopes to uncover if a ‘transplanted’ Singapore-
style education, continues to reflect the hallmarks of the Singapore nation. In the 
process, one hopes to draw a conclusion on the effectiveness of an overseas NE 
programme, or its equivalent, in rooting younger expatriate Singaporeans to their 
homeland. The chapter also contains vignettes based on the author’s personal 
observations of the schools that were made during the fieldwork.  
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4.2 Symbols of a nation 
While each SIS is distinctive in its architecture and general environment, 
reminders of Singapore can often be observed.  
 
During my fieldwork, the first thing that I looked out for upon 
stepping into any school is the flag. Having studied and even taught 
in Singapore schools, I remember the flagpoles bearing the 
Singapore flag and school flag as the focal point of any Singaporean 
student. To me, a flag serves as a constant reminder of one’s 
nationality and affiliations. Even at this age, seeing a Singapore flag 
flying high in a foreign land further evokes inexplicable feelings of 
familiarity and pride…that I am somehow ‘related’ to that flag29. 
 
 
National identity is often recognised as a “social construction” (Kong and Yeoh, 
1997: 213) with a country’s flag acting as a citizen’s reference point for that national 
consciousness (Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1983). For Singapore, the nation’s flag is 
viewed as its most prominent symbol of nationhood and sovereignty, and constitutes a 
fundamental part of a Singaporean national identity (Ministry of Information, 
Communications and the Arts, 2004a). Thus, an important clue cueing any roving eye 
to a school’s nationalistic connections is often the public display of the country’s flag.  
While there are clearly no problems with displaying a Singapore flag in any of 
the schools in Singapore, this seemingly common practice is not as simple or 
straightforward in a foreign land. Apart from SIS-HK (whose public display of the 
Singapore flag is duly justified since it is the only overseas school set up by the 
Singapore government), other SISs have to consider the international environment 
and local laws. For instance, to convey the impression of its international environment 
to both the public and students, SSIS adopts a more ‘politically correct’ option of 
                                                 
29 Field observations are incorporated to present a critical assessment of ‘Singaporeaness’ from a 
Singaporean’s perspective. 
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flying flags of selected countries such as USA, China and Singapore in front of the 
school.  
Conversely, Suzhou-SIS has chosen to evade potential conflict by not 
displaying any flags in its compound. Perhaps this is a reflection of the current 
ambiguous status of the school, given the broader structural changes in Suzhou and 
the resulting effects on its management and principals within the short period of its 
establishment. As mentioned previously, the Chinese authorities now govern the park 
and its present investors are predominantly from other Asian countries. Such 
transformations will undoubtedly have a major impact on the school. With the 
withdrawal of Singaporeans from Suzhou, the pressure for the school to retain its 
Singaporean affiliations is plausibly lessened since the school’s development – as 
shared by its principal – is closely dependent on the park’s development. Furthermore, 
most of the school’s principals are not Singaporeans. The current principal from 
Britain reckoned that the school’s linkages to Singapore probably extend only to 
basing the primary school curriculum on Singapore’s bilingual curriculum. 
Flag display is also subjected to each country’s laws. In Thailand, with the 
exception of official government institutions representing a country, only the Thai 
flag can be displayed in public places. As divulged by ASIS’s administrator, officials 
from the Singapore embassy actually advised her against displaying the Singapore 
flag or the Singapore president’s portrait on its premises since it is not an embassy. To 
circumvent this problem, SISs in Thailand opted to reveal the schools’ Singaporean 
connection by displaying other Singaporean insignias around the school. While ASIS 
managed to include the Singapore lion head, another national symbol, in its school 
logo (Photograph 4.1), SISB has a school logo (Photograph 4.2) resembling a 
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modified version of Singapore’s national coat of arms or the state crest30 (Photograph 
4.3). These logos can then be displayed openly within and outside the school, 
manifesting its Singaporean affiliation. 
 
 




PHOTOGRAPH 4.2: School Logo of SISB 
 
Source: Singapore International School of Bangkok, 2005. 
 
                                                 
30 Since there are strict guidelines governing the use of the state crest, the school has merely adopted 
the general outline of the crest and replaced the tiger on the right with another lion. However, the 
overall look is similar enough. 
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PHOTOGRAPH 4.3: National State Crest 
 
Source: Ministry of Information, Communications and the Arts, 2004b. 
 
Then again, it is generally difficult to observe any signs of ‘Singaporeaness’ in 
SISB; reiterating what many Singaporean parents in Bangkok have shared of the 
school: “SISB is now more of a Thai than a Singaporean school”. 
 
4.3 A truly multicultural environment! 
 
 After attending the different classes within the international schools, 
I was pleasantly surprised to see the vibrant mix of ethnicities within 
them. Asians, Caucasians, Indians and other people of colour are all 
gathered together within the same class. They communicate in 
English and the better ones willingly help those who are weaker in 
the language. Outside the classroom, they continue to interact and 
play with each other regardless of race, language, religion or 
nationality. Children can be seen teaching their friends games that 
are commonly played by their respective ethnicity. In all the schools 
I visited, there are no observable signs of discrimination and 
children appear to be completely comfortable with the environment. 
They seem oblivious to any differences in skin colour or accent. 
 
 
While Singapore’s ethnic mix comprises Chinese, Malays, Indians and others, 
the ethnic mix in SISs is very much more varied as seen in Table 3.3. Naturally, 
multiculturalism has to be translated more widely in SISs as compared to within 
Singapore itself. A principal from one of the international schools, Linda31 (Married, 
40s), declares that multiculturalism in an international school context actually 
                                                 
31 All names have been changed to protect the anonymity of the interviewees unless otherwise stated. 
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transmits the quintessence of the concept more clearly than that of multiculturalism in 
Singapore. She feels that having such a varied ethnic mix in an international setting is 
a lot more beneficial to students as it amplifies “the need for them to respect others 
and be racially-tolerant”. Students will also have the chance to learn about many other 
cultures and acquire the necessary skills to relate to them. Linda stresses that such 
values and skills will always stay with the children and can be easily transferred and 
applied in whatever new settings the children are confronted with. 
The children in SISs appear to be very much at ease with one another and have 
more intimate interaction as compared to those in Singapore. When interviewed, 
children from various SISs nodded emphatically that “we play with everybody”. In 
contrast, several articles published in Singapore newspapers, revealed that there are 
low levels of interaction between the different ethnicities in Singaporean schools (The 
Straits Times, 26/7/2003a). A quick scan around the schools often shows that “the 
majority of the children tended to stick to their own race” (The Straits Times, 
26/7/2003b). Several Indian and Malay parents in Singapore have also written to the 
newspapers commenting that their children have been called names or were ostracised 
due to their darker complexion (The Straits Times, 1/8/2003). Hence, SISs appear to 
be faring better than Singaporean schools when it comes to maintaining a 
multicultural environment and transmitting the essence of multiculturalism.  
Maintaining a multicultural environment in an international school is not as 
easy as it seems. Since the majority uses textbooks from Singapore, most teachers 
have to make a conscious and deliberate effort to incorporate other races into the 
lessons. This is because Singaporean textbooks only reflect multiculturalism 
according to the arithmetic of the four dominant races, using examples or names 
coming from the four ethnicities. By and large, both teachers and students appreciate 
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having such a varied mix of ethnicities in their schools abroad. Many expatriate 
Singaporean parents also share that with the increased exposure to numerous 
ethnicities, their children are very aware of the differences among classmates and yet 
are able to embrace diversity. Sally (Homemaker, 32), a parent, confides that her child  
is able to relate [to other ethnicities without any problems]. He is the 
only dark-skinned Asian boy [among his blonde friends] … they still 
play the same games … they can’t communicate but they still play. 
 
Ultimately, the success of multiculturalism in international schools may also 
be due to their smaller class size which would inevitably boost interaction between 
students or simply because each ethnicity is being represented in smaller numbers. 
Whatever the reason, their achievement is commendable and especially beneficial for 
Singaporeans studying there. As Linda shares, being more knowledgeable about other 
cultures will further assist Singaporeans in becoming “less arrogant”. She explains 
that such arrogance and a superiority complex are the reasons accounting for the 
failure of numerous Singaporean ventures in China. Valerie (Single, 40s), a teacher 
who had taught overseas previously, further expresses that while returning students 
have some problems fitting back into Singapore’s education system, mixing with 
other ethnicities is not one of the problems. Returnees are often able to relate to the 
other ethnicities in Singapore since they are accustomed to studying in a multicultural 
environment. 
 
4.4 The school curriculum  
 Interestingly, all five SISs in the study advertise and sell themselves by saying 
that they follow Singapore’s core curriculum. However, they do not adopt the 
Singapore curriculum in its entirety and often have different interpretations of what 
the curriculum entails. First, many people have often associated the Singapore 
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curriculum with its core ideology of bilingualism. Indeed, the key feature and popular 
point of these SISs is basically the bilingual curriculum. In Singapore, the bilingual 
curriculum translates into the teaching of English and using it as the language of 
instruction for the other subjects in addition to having a strong focus on the mother 
tongue. However, all five SISs have deviated from Singapore’s meaning of a bilingual 
curriculum and translated the mother tongue aspect into solely Mandarin. They offer 
Mandarin as the second core language subject, which has actually become their main 
selling point.  
Many parents enrol their children into SISs precisely because they want their 
children to learn Mandarin. Furthermore other international schools offering 
Mandarin often only teach it at an introductory or basic level. In comparison, SISs 
place more emphasis on teaching and learning Mandarin.  Children of different 
ethnicities such as Caucasians, Koreans and Indians enrolled in SISs will also have to 
learn Mandarin as their second language. This is perhaps due to the rising influence of 
China or because of the geographical location of these schools. Nevertheless, this 
plainly does not conform to Singapore’s intentions for one to touch base with one’s 
own culture or further facilitate communication with other growing Asian economies. 
Singapore’s concept of bilingualism has instead been transmuted into ‘cash cows’ 
generating commercial profit for these SISs. 
 The type of Mandarin taught in SISs is also rather different from the variant in 
Singapore’s local schools. Although Singapore textbooks are being used, the majority 
of the Mandarin teachers are actually from Mainland China or Taiwan. Therefore, 
some of the vocabulary used is different from Singapore’s. For example, native 
speakers will use ‘cai shi’ (菜市) when referring to the term ‘market’ whereas 
Singaporeans call it ‘pa sa’ (巴剎). This is because the word ‘market’ in Singaporean 
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Mandarin is influenced by the Malay term ‘pasar’ and is apparently only understood 
by Singaporeans. Indeed, it was reflected in the newspapers that Singaporeans are 
fond of interweaving different mother tongue phrases into the nation’s speech pattern 
(The Straits Times, 4/5/2002). Hence, being unaware of Singapore’s background, 
native teachers often have a difficult time deciphering these terms as used in the 
textbooks and make a conscious effort to teach what they see as ‘proper’ Mandarin 
instead. A managing personnel from one of the SISs believes that this is the right way 
since he considers Singaporean Mandarin to be of a lower standard and that ‘proper’ 
Mandarin must always be taught. Unfortunately, replacing Singapore’s colloquialisms 
with standard Mandarin may slowly erase subliminal aspects of Singapore and its 
unique heritage as a multicultural state.  
 Apart from Mandarin lessons, most SISs have notice boards in two languages, 
English and Mandarin. In SISB, even the doors of each classroom are marked 
according to the two languages, one door in English and the other in Mandarin. 
Around the various SISs, Mandarin characters or phrases are also used as a form of 
educational décor. This intensive exhibiting of all things Chinese in the different 
schools emphasises and drives home the point to both students and parents of the 
importance of learning the language. In comparison, to be sensitive to the presence of 
other races, public schools in Singapore will seldom place such prominence on just 
one language. Also, with Singapore lowering its stringent criterion on learning one’s 
mother tongue such as Mandarin, one wonders if the fervour of selling the importance 
of learning Mandarin will continue in these international schools. Another point for 
consideration is the potential impacts of such policy changes on the enrolment of 
Singaporean children into SISs since there is now less pressure to learn the language. 
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4.4.1 School Textbooks 
 
I was amazed to see the shelves in one of the school’s bookshop 
stocked to the brim with all the educational materials – textbooks, 
workbooks, assessments, cd-roms – from Singapore. There was 
really no difference. 
 
As mentioned previously, many of the SISs – particularly the primary section 
and with the exception of Suzhou-SIS – import and use textbooks from Singapore. 
Suzhou-SIS chooses to use Singapore textbooks as a guide since many of its non-
Singaporean teachers rather use textbooks familiar to themselves. Indeed, some 
Singaporean teachers have shared that many Western teachers dislike using 
Singapore’s textbooks, scorning them as ‘silly’. Apart from these complaints, most 
principals mentioned that many parents regard Singaporean textbooks, particularly 
Science and Mathematics, to be of high standards. Therefore, schools will continue 
using them where appropriate and do not foresee a need to change.  
The continued use of Singaporean textbooks is crucial in educating young 
Singaporeans overseas on their homeland as they contain valuable information on 
Singapore and Singaporean values. Indeed, the textbooks of various subjects hold 
valuable details about being Singaporean, stories and legends of the country as well as 
Singaporean examples. Non-Singaporean teachers even have to consult their 
Singaporean colleagues, asking them to explain certain terms and ideas. Silin (Single, 
38), a teacher, discloses,  
Because you see … the textbooks are written back in Singapore so 
it’s very, very local … For example, I’m doing pie charts and the pie 
chart would have like how many people take the MRT? So already 
the MRT … to the children it’s like home … You’re talking about 
MRT, you are talking about the bus, you know. Here it’s different. 
Maybe you call it the tube or something. So in a sense, like that I 
have to explain to the children what Singapore is like. While I’m 
explaining to the rest, the Singaporean children are also you know 
remembering and feeling a sense of identity.  
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Singaporean students will use such occasions to share their own experiences with 
their non-Singaporean peers during lessons. This is therefore a good opportunity for 
them to reminisce about their lives in their homeland. Similarly, Singaporean children 
who have been away from the country from a very young age can also start to learn 
more about a homeland that may have otherwise seemed alien to them. 
The removal of Singaporean textbooks, especially Social Studies and 
textbooks used at the secondary level, will undoubtedly disrupt the diffusion of 
Singapore-related information to some extent. Social Studies and other humanities 
textbooks often contain many NE messages and their absence from the educational 
diet of expatriate Singaporean students can hinder the successful implementation of 
the NE programme overseas. It also indicates a significant reduction of information 
on Singapore. In the case of SIS-HK and ASIS, the Social Studies text from 
Singapore is used effectively to convey many images and facts about Singapore to the 
students. However, since there are no proper Social Studies textbooks in SSIS and 
Suzhou-SIS, teachers there have to conduct Social Studies lessons drawing on 
information derived from various resources. There is no opportunity then to 
implement the Singapore-designed Social Studies component that was intended to 
facilitate a better understanding of and commitment to Singapore amongst 
Singaporeans. This could result in a significant gulf of Singapore-related information 
for the Singaporeans enrolled in these institutions.  
 
4.4.2 Civics and Moral Education 
 
Instead of Social Studies, Civics and Moral Education (CME) or ‘The Good 
Citizen’ that is taught at the primary level through Mandarin lessons at the SISs is 
used in transmitting Singapore-related as well as NE messages. Basically, all the 
 76
desired outcomes of education listed by MOE (Singapore) are embedded within CME 
texts. Besides being helpful in equipping students with fundamental moral and social 
values, these texts also contain important citizenship ideals, particularly those relating 
to Singapore. For instance, they include much material and exercises on Singapore 
such as drawing the country’s flag and understanding the significance of the flag 
itself. CME texts are thus crucial in guiding pupils towards becoming good, moral 
Singaporeans or citizens in general. It is precisely because of their inherently 
beneficial contents, which can often be applied universally, that many principals were 
willing to overlook the fact that CME texts are very Singapore-based. 
Even non-Singaporean teachers sing praises of the CME syllabus and 
textbooks. Ching (Single, 20s), a PRC teacher, shares that they do not have such good 
texts in their own country. Therefore, the texts serve as very useful teaching guides 
for her. Limin (Single, 20s), another PRC teacher, says that Singapore-related 
exercises are good opportunities for herself to learn and also to teach other non-
Singaporeans about the country. In contrast, it is the Singaporean teachers who feel 
that they have to make CME texts more relevant to non-Singaporeans. Xiuhui (Single, 
50s), a Singaporean teacher, expresses that she must always revise Singapore-related 
activities to accommodate non-Singaporeans. Therefore, instead of asking everyone to 
draw the Singapore flag, she will ask non-Singaporeans to draw their own countries’ 
flag instead. In this way, she feels that there can also be more interaction, sharing and 
understanding between different nationalities. 
 
4.4.3 National Education: the informal curriculum 
Judging from the examples listed above as well as from the actual interviews 
conducted, there appears to be limited opportunities of conducting NE in the manner 
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envisaged by NEC in most of the SISs. However, apart from the formal curriculum, 
NEC did stress that the informal curriculum is equally important in instilling national 
feelings, sense of belonging and enhancing camaraderie among students. First, SIS-
HK has prominent notice boards carrying NE messages and other information on 
Singapore. These colourfully decorated notice boards hold vital text and pictorial 
information about Singapore regarding its history, values, places of interests, current 
news reports and even students’ sentiments. The boards are also updated regularly to 
coincide with key events in Singapore such as the Singapore Food Festival. Thus, 
they serve as useful tools in transmitting NE messages to Singaporeans and non-
Singaporeans alike. It is understandably less convenient for other SISs to have such 
explicit displays about Singapore in their schools. Nonetheless, SSIS manages to 
promote Singapore covertly by having joint promotions with the Singapore Tourism 
Board. 
 Next, rituals in the form of “oft-repeated actions, routinely followed according 
to some due form and order” (Kong and Yeoh, 1997: 215) also play a critical role in 
NE. Since joint action in rituals implies an avowal of the values being observed, 
rituals can be said to expose and accentuate shared values (Goheen, 1993). In this 
aspect, SIS-HK and SISB are the only SISs that observe the daily flag-raising ritual. 
For SIS-HK, the Singapore National anthem is sung during the ceremony and students 
will pledge their allegiance to Singapore by saying the Singapore pledge thereafter. 
The principal of SIS-HK relates the reasons for including this important ritual, 
Why is it included … because it’s a Singapore school. Nobody 
would question if the Americans raised the flag right? I suppose … 
every international school will try to retain some flavour of the 
country and for us, we don’t force our children to say the pledge if 
they are not Singaporeans. They can choose not to say the pledge. 
We don’t force them to sing the national anthem but we expect every 
person in the school including the teachers to pay due respect when 
the Singapore flag or when our school flag is raised 
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She observes that Singaporean students perform this ritual readily and enthusiastically. 
On the other hand, SISB sings the Thai anthem and raises the Thai flag in the 
morning. The school’s principal believes that it is right for a supposed Singapore 
school to be doing so since the school is in Thailand. The main purpose of the 
ceremony is also to develop discipline among students and teach them to respect any 
country’s flag-raising ceremony. The argument for having a Thai flag-raising 
ceremony is thus based on the principles of learning respect and self-control. As for 
the other SISs in the study, their principals feel that it is really too complicated to hold 
a flag-raising ceremony within an international environment. Again, they choose to 
avoid potential conflict by doing away with the ceremony completely, but students 
will still sing the school song and say the school creed during assemblies on a weekly 
basis.  
According to the NE programme, it is compulsory for Singapore schools to 
commemorate several important events such as Total Defence Day, International 
Friendship Day, Racial Harmony Day and National Day annually. These dates are 
important for Singaporeans because they represent significant historic milestones for 
the relatively young nation. However, in view of the international setting within SISs, 
most of the principals interviewed express the inappropriateness of celebrating some 
of the key events listed by NEC. Celebrating Singapore’s National Day is however 
not a problem because Singaporean pupils get to celebrate the event with the 
Singaporean clubs abroad. Sometimes, pupils32 are also invited by Singapore clubs to 
perform during their National Day celebrations. As for the other events that cannot be 
                                                 
32 For example, ASIS shared that their pupils have actually performed at the National Day celebrations 
organised by the Singapore Club and the Singapore embassy in Thailand. 
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commemorated publicly, their messages are now dependent on Singaporean teachers 
in the school who may choose to talk to pupils about them whenever they occur. 
 Although SISs do not celebrate some of the key events, some of the principles 
behind celebrating these occasions are still being enforced. A principal, Sandra 
(Married, 56), has this to say,  
… I mean okay we have a Racial Harmony Day in Singapore but we 
don’t have a racial harmony day here. But we actually work 
harmoniously and peacefully with our children … So we are very 
respectful of each other’s differences and similarities. And for 
example, over here when its Chinese New Year, our Chinese 
department will you know, pin up all the decorations. We have a 
celebration…half-a-day celebration in school. And Christmas! When 
it’s Christmas, we celebrate Christmas. Our Caucasian teachers will 
put up Christmas plays and dance. And Halloween we will all have a 
fine time … So we have a lot more diversity here and I think we are 
perhaps, a lot more tolerant. 
 
The snippet above reiterates the vibrant multicultural setting within the schools and 
the redundancy of celebrating one Racial Harmony Day when many other events are 
already being celebrated in its place. 
The schools do celebrate other important days that can also be beneficial for 
Singaporeans overseas. For one, all SISs celebrate International Day, an event 
resembling International Friendship Day. On this day, different nationalities get to 
showcase important aspects of their country and national identity. This helps to foster 
better relationships and understanding between different nationalities. For expatriate 
Singaporeans, they have to learn about their own country before they can parade 
different aspects of Singaporean culture and lifestyle before their peers. Hence, on top 
of learning about other nationalities, this is also a good opportunity for them to learn 
about their own country independently. 
SISs also believe in maintaining the community involvement programme 
(CIP), another aspect of NE, at their respective locations. Participating and 
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contributing to the community are values that are highly regarded by all and students 
are observed visiting the local needy and doing community service. Although the 
geographical location often restricts students from contributing to the Singaporean 
community directly, doing community work at their local sites will undoubtedly help 
create concerned, caring and sharing citizens. Principals also feel that it is only right 
for them to contribute back to the countries that were kind enough to host them in the 
first place. Nevertheless, students at SIS-HK still find ways to help the needy in 
Singapore despite being physically away. The SIS-HK community, including non-
Singaporeans, raised a handsome sum of $15,045 for the School Pocket Money 
Fund33 by donating their own meal coupons or money (SIS, 2002; The Straits Times, 
27/12/2001).  
Besides acquiring valuable cultural capital in their academic studies, the 
children at many SISs also accumulate noteworthy social capital when they reaffirm 
their affiliations to Singapore and form networks with other Singaporeans. Apart from 
interacting with fellow Singaporean classmates, special Singapore holiday immersion 
programmes are organised to help link overseas Singaporean children to Singapore. 
For example, SIS-HK arranges for their Singaporean students to be ‘immersed’ in 
Singaporean schools during their summer holidays. Students will study in a Singapore 
school, mix with other Singaporeans, visit important places of interest and more 
importantly, participate in the National Day Parade. Marianne (Married, 34), a teacher 
from SIS-HK, relates that participating in the parade is very effective in infusing 
students with pride and an attachment to Singapore. Generally, this immersion 
programme not only helps overseas Singaporean students form new friendships, it 
also assists in reaffirming their ties to Singapore and prepares them for their eventual 
                                                 
33 This project is organised by The Straits Times, Singapore, to raise funds for Singaporean students 
who have no money to eat during their recess. 
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return to their homeland. To date, SIS-HK is the only SIS with a formally organised 
immersion programme, with ASIS intending to start one. Meanwhile, students from 
other SISs must enrol for the immersion programme individually and the decision is 
left to their parents’ discretion. 
While some expatriates are unable to return to Singapore for various reasons, 
having Singaporeans over to visit the schools is another viable option. For example, 
SSIS34 and SIS-HK welcome students and teachers from Singapore schools to visit 
them, participate in the lessons and interact with other students at the school (SIS, 
2003). For expatriate Singaporean students who are called upon to act as buddies or 
guides to these Singaporean visitors, they can grasp the chance to share about their 
academic lives overseas whilst learning from their fellow Singaporeans concurrently. 
Such exchanges will indubitably facilitate communication between Singaporeans 
and/or non-Singaporeans, local or overseas, and forge new relationships. This is an 
initiative that can help create global Singaporeans with some roots and affiliations to 
Singapore.  
 
4.5 Remembering Singapore 
Aside from pre-organised programmes, other nation-building events do crop 
up sporadically in Singapore. One such event is the Fabric of the Nation (FOTN) 
project organised by Channel NewsAsia, Mediacorp, in association with the Ministry 
of Community Development and Sports (MCDS) in Singapore. FOTN is aimed at 
remembering the resilience of Singaporeans in surviving major crises experienced 
over the years, especially the recent SARs calamity and economic downturn. The 
                                                 
34 The Manager of HR/Marketing who assisted in coordinating the programme shared that this was the 
first time such an exchange is taking place. She mentioned that SSIS was actually approached by 
YMCA to host the Singaporean students who are on a study trip to Shanghai. This exchange 
programme saw Singaporean students being attached to buddies from SSIS and participating in a 
normal school day there. 
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national project encourages Singaporeans to submit personally-stitched patchworks, 
which will then be sewn together to form a national tapestry. ASIS as well as SIS-HK 
responded enthusiastically to this call with the teachers, students and parents 
contributing beautiful individually-sewn patches to FOTN. Impromptu heart-warming 
events like this actually contribute to nation-building in Singapore when overseas 
Singaporeans, young and old alike, willingly partake to show their love for the 
country. Their eventual contributions, as manifested in the themes of the tapestries, 
also echo their awareness of some of the core ideologies of Singapore: heritage, 
diversity, hope, strength, racial harmony, togetherness, community, total defence, 
family and people (Channel NewsAsia, 2004). 
Lastly, ‘Singaporeaness’ can actually be sampled subconsciously through the 
food that is being served in SISs’ canteens. While SIS-HK serves up a rather fusion 
menu, reflecting its east-meets-west ambience, SSIS regularly dishes up very 
distinctly Singaporean dishes such as chicken rice and “bak kut teh”. A teacher, 
Sophia (Married, 36), enthuses that they get authentic Singaporean-style dishes like 
‘mee siam’ in the SSIS canteen constantly because its China chef travels frequently to 
Singapore to learn to cook these dishes and import the essential ingredients. Although 
the delicious Singaporean food in SSIS is regarded as gourmet treats by some, 
Jonathon Ho – a student – wrote this in the yearbook: “If I change school I wish they 
don’t have the lunch like Singapore food” (SSIS, 2002). Perhaps, he is unaccustomed 
to Singaporean fare and is repulsed by Singapore in the process. Then again, it is a 
well-known fact that most Singaporeans miss Singapore food when they are away. 
Food undoubtedly reminds Singaporeans abroad of their homeland, frequently 
resulting in a longing to return to the country. 
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4.6 The educators 
Apart from the curriculum, educators play an important role in implementing 
NE as well. In truth, some Singaporean teachers overseas express openly that NE is an 
utter waste of time as they feel that it is “impossible to teach citizenship”. There is no 
doubt a slippage between the state’s goals and the actual performances and practices 
of the schools. Furthermore, apart from SIS-HK, other SISs also received few inputs 
from the Singapore government and may not see the need to adhere to all its 
education initiatives. Nonetheless, this does not imply that NE is being completely 
omitted. Schools simply cannot be too explicit in transmitting NE messages as shared 
by Sandra, “we have to be very subtle because our student population is not just 
Singaporeans”. A Singaporean teacher, Charles (Single, 32) also indicated that 
teachers have to make a conscious effort to incorporate other cultures into the lessons. 
He says, 
… we have to be very sensitive … So when we attack [the] social 
studies component, we have to add in also the international part. So 
not only do we deal with Singaporeans, but we get the other 
international students to bring in ... whatever thing that is close to 
their hearts and share it with the class. In that way, we really open up 
the whole curriculum to like the Singaporean children learn more 
about the other cultures and vice versa. 
 
There are often ‘special ways’ in which NE messages can be transmitted to 
students. For one, some Singaporean teachers in the various SISs try to instil national 
pride and remind Singaporean children of their ties to Singapore by simply tweaking 
their ears and telling them to put on their best behaviour so as not to shame the 
country. Teachers reflect that students often appear remorseful when reprimanded in 
such a manner and will promise not to let the country ‘lose face’, a Chinese phrase 
denoting humiliation or embarrassment. Teachers also become Singapore’s 
ambassadors when they share their personal life stories and bring in as many 
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examples of Singapore into their lessons as possible. They find that by recounting 
their personal stories, students learn more about Singapore and grow to appreciate the 
progress that Singapore has made over the years. Marianne adds, 
I often share my own stories or experiences with them … how I miss 
the place etc … then more or less, I will arouse their feelings. 
 
Incidentally, while most teachers are unable to name Singapore values35 when 
asked, many actually personify such values as seen in their thinking and attitudes 
towards certain issues. During the interviews, they often reflect the need to love one’s 
country, respect each other and live harmoniously. Singapore values may have 
possibly been exported abroad in the guise of Singaporean educators whether 
consciously or unconsciously. As a result, one must not neglect the ‘hidden 
curriculum’ that is executed through the behaviour and agendas of the teachers.  
 
4.7 Making sense of the observations 
Being highly educated, many Singaporean transnational elites place huge 
emphasis on education and choose to enrol their children into SISs because they carry 
a familiar curriculum from which they themselves have benefited. A certificate from a 
SIS is in itself perceived to be a valuable cultural capital since the Singapore-brand 
education has a good reputation and is recognised by many other countries. Also 
importantly, the cultural capital derived from SISs is more easily transferred back to 
Singapore should the families return.  
Apart from cultural capital, accruing social capital is another important aspect 
of education and especially crucial for a rather young Singaporean nation. Judging 
                                                 
35 Singapore shared values were first conceived by Mr Goh Chok Tong in 1988 when he was the First 
Deputy Prime Minister of Singapore. They include “putting the nation before community and society 
before self; family as the basic unit of society; community support and respect for the individual, 
consensus not conflict and racial and religious harmony” (Expat Singapore, 1997-2001). 
 85
from the narratives above, it is observed that teaching citizenship and Singaporean 
values to their wards in an international context is no easy task for educators. SISs are 
sensitive to the presence of varying nationalities in their classrooms and feel that non-
Singaporeans will be offended should Singapore be mentioned recurrently. Moreover, 
the schools often advocate the teaching of what are termed as universal values such as 
love your country, respect each other and moral values such as honesty and integrity. 
By avoiding the use of Singapore as a specific example, they hope that all students 
will learn to become loyal to their own homelands. Some of the schools also seek to 
help students become world citizens instead and thus, advocate a global or 
cosmopolitan citizenship education.  
 Many teachers in the schools also feel that the task of citizenship education 
and connecting Singaporeans to their homeland should fall on parents’ shoulders 
instead. They believe that parents have a bigger role to play in these areas since they 
supposedly spend more time with their children and thus have greater influences on 
their behaviour and thinking. Parents can help cultivate the link between their children 
and Singapore through their personal behaviour and attitudes, recounting stories on 
Singapore and bringing them back to Singapore frequently. This issue will be further 
examined in Chapter 6.  
 Ultimately, while a Singaporean curriculum is purportedly being carried out in 
all the SISs, many trademarks of a Singaporean education have in fact been erased 
from the schools. The common reason for this is the repeated phrase that they are 
international schools and thus cannot follow everything in Singapore. Undeniably, 
SISs now have to consider new geographical, political and human factors. As Mr 
Chong, the new SSIS’s principal shares, “the enhanced curriculum is part of a two-
pronged approach whereby students are encouraged ‘to think globally, but to adapt 
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locally’” (The Straits Times, 2/5/2005). Therefore, in transnationalising a Singaporean 
curriculum, the curriculum and its inherent capital has mutated – globalised as well as 
localised – losing some of its key characteristics in the translation process.  
Nonetheless, not all is lost, seeing that many schools do continue to use 
Singapore textbooks and conduct some Singapore-related programmes periodically; 
some schools more than others and in certain distinct areas. As such, expatriate 
Singaporeans enrolled in SISs will not lose touch with their homeland completely. 
Maybe, as echoed by some of the interviewees, Singaporean students in SISs do get 
the best of both or several worlds since they are receiving an international yet 
Singapore-styled education without the commonly-associated pressures. Finally, their 
international as well as Singaporean contacts form important social capital for them 
















MIDDLING TRANSNATIONALS – EXPATRIATE TEACHERS 
 
5.1 Introduction 
 As discussed in Chapter 2, white-collared, middle-class professionals36 who 
maintain multifarious relations straddling several countries may be styled as 
‘middling’ transnationals (Latham and Conradson, 2002). This chapter thus directs 
one’s attention toward the transmigratory activities and experiences of a group of 
teachers – mainly Singaporeans – who conduct their lives in and across multiple 
countries. Given that life experiences will affect one’s general behaviour and outlook, 
and vice versa, the chapter first uses gendered lenses to examine the migratory 
experiences of these educators. It then consecutively explores the role educators play 
in both the transmission and accumulation of social and cultural capital.  
The chapter then continues to explore any dissonance or agreement between 
educators’ private lives and public roles by investigating their personal beliefs and 
attitudes of being Singaporeans in conjunction to their public persona as educators. 
Teachers’ personal negotiations of individual national identities are reviewed so as to 
determine the effectiveness of using transnational educators as conveyors of 
citizenship values and/or as embodiments of Singaporean values and 
‘Singaporeaness’. To begin, a general profile of the teachers who participated in this 
study is sketched in the following section. 
 
 
                                                 
36 Refer to Chapter 2 for a description of these professionals. 
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5.2 Profile of interviewees37 
 For this study, a total of 42 in-depth interviews with expatriate Singaporean38 
teachers were conducted in the selected field-study countries (Table 5.1). Though the 
preliminary plan was to interview only Singaporean educators overseas, another 11 
foreigners from countries such as Britain, Australia and People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) were eventually included to establish a base for comparison between 
nationalities. More importantly, their views on the Singapore education from the 
outside are valuable in enriching the various dimensions of this study. In addition, 
short interviews with five educators who remained in Singapore were also used to 
gather their attitudes toward working overseas. All the Singaporean teachers – local or 
overseas - interviewed are Chinese39. This is probably attributable to the geographical 
locations of the field sites.  
For the 42 interviewees, the larger percentage (69%) moved overseas 
‘independently’ while 31% were ‘sent’ there by the Ministry of Education (MOE), 
Singapore (Table 5.1). For both groups of respondents, migrating overseas to teach 
was largely a self-motivated decision. Even for those on an overseas posting, nearly 
all of them applied for the transfer themselves. However, the main attribute 
distinguishing the group of ‘MOE-sent’ teachers from the ‘independents’ was that the 
former continue to retain their positions – including promotions, salary increases, 
performance bonuses, years of service and so on – in Singapore. They would 
                                                 
37 Refer to Appendix 8 for additional information about interviewees. 
38  This number also includes Singapore Permanent Residents (SPRs). Although there are several 
differences between the two, SPRs will be referred to as Singaporeans for the purpose of this study 
unless otherwise stated. 
39 To avoid any confusion, it must be stressed that the information provided in the subsequent sections 
are derived mainly from the dialogues conducted with expatriate teachers who are either Singaporean 
or SPRs unless otherwise stated. Also, Singaporean or SPR teachers will simply be referred to as 
teachers or respondents from this point on. 
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normally return to teach in Singapore when their overseas contracts40 end unless they 
chose to resign. Considering the job security and relocating perks that were being 
given to the staff, an overseas posting from MOE is apparently parallel to that offered 
by multi-national corporations. In contrast, the group of teachers (69%) who moved 
independently do not enjoy such benefits and may have actually broken their bonds41, 
quit or retired from the teaching service in Singapore before moving. While 
‘independent movers’ may get extra allowances such as airfare and accommodation 
for working overseas, they do not have any job security as their contract – between 
one to two years – with the respective schools may be terminated at any point given 
sufficient notice. 
 
TABLE 5.1: Nationality of Expatriate Singaporean Teachers 
MOE# (%) Independent (%) Country where interviews  
took place Singaporean  SPR*  Total (%) 
People’s Republic of China1 0.0 45.2 4.8 50.0 
Hong Kong (SAR) 21.4 11.9 0.0 33.3 
Thailand 2.4 7.1 0.0 9.5 
Singapore (Returnees2) 7.2 0.0 0.0 7.2 
Total 31.0 64.2 4.8 100 
# MOE refers to Ministry of Education, Singapore. 
* SPRs refer to Singapore permanent residents. 
 1  Mainly Suzhou and Shanghai. 
2  Teachers who have gone overseas but have since returned to Singapore. 
 
Nearly all of the expatriate teachers (92.9%), with the exception of three 
individuals (7.1%), hold teaching certifications. Therefore, many of them have 
already been teaching in Singapore, with experiences ranging from three to over 40 
                                                 
40 These teachers have to take on an initial posting of three years which can then be extended. Often, 
they can only remain overseas for a maximum number of five years, after which they must return to 
Singapore. 
41 Every teacher who joins the teaching service in Singapore has to serve a ‘bond’ period of at least 
three years before he or she can leave the service without incurring monetary penalties. 
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years. Moreover, two of the three teachers without teaching qualifications have also 
been ‘relief-teaching’ in Singapore previously. 
While some characteristics are analogous to existing studies, the overall 
profile of this sample apparently deviates from the customary picture of professional 
transmigrants in most migration research being white, single males (Kofman, 1999; 
2000). Reflecting the fact that teaching is typically a gendered profession with a 
higher proportion of women, most of the teachers in this study are females (85.7% – 
Table 5.2). As a transnational group, the profile of these teachers shows some distinct 
similarities and differences in the field of studies on elite transnationalism where 
young male professionals tend to dominate. The majority of the respondents (54.7%) 
belong to the age group of 30 to 39, as shown in Table 5.3. However, what is more 
notable is that a significant percentage (23.8%) is actually over 50 years old. Finally, 
most of the respondents (57.2%) have never been married while 42.9% are married, 
widowed or divorced (Table 5.4). What needs to be highlighted here though is that 
among those who are or have been married, a large majority (83.3%) has children. 
Hence, family issues feature strongly for this group of professionals and will be 
discussed in greater detail later.  
 
TABLE 5.2: Gender of Expatriate Singaporean Teachers 
Country where interviews took place Male (%) Female (%) 
People’s Republic of China 2.4 47.6 
Hong Kong (SAR) 7.1 26.2 
Thailand 2.4 7.1 
Singapore (Returnees) 2.4 4.8 





TABLE 5.3: Age Group of Expatriate Singaporean Teachers 
Country where interviews 
took place 
20 – 29 
(%) 
30 – 39 
(%) 
40 – 49 
(%) 




People’s Republic of China 4.8 23.8 7.1 4.8 9.5 
Hong Kong (SAR) 0 23.8 0 9.5 0 
Thailand 0 7.1 2.4 0 0 
Singapore (Returnees) 0 0 7.1 0 0 
Total 4.8 54.7 16.6 14.3 9.5 
 
 
TABLE 5.4: Marital Status of Expatriate Singaporean Teachers 










People’s Republic of China 28.6 19.0 0 2.4 
Hong Kong (SAR) 19.0 11.9 2.4 0 
Thailand 4.8 4.8 0 0 
Singapore (Returnees) 4.8 2.4 0 0 
Total 57.2 38.1 2.4 2.4 
 
 
5.2.1 Reasons for leaving 
 As with any migration, one’s reasons for moving are often varied and rather 
individualised. Similarly, many within this group have unique reasons for venturing 
far and beyond their comfort realms encompassing a stable and relatively well-paid 
teaching career in their home country. Furthermore, teaching is also not traditionally 
known to be a job requiring international mobility. Perhaps then, it is this very 
‘stability’ and monotony that motivated many respondents to move in the first place. 
For instance, although Linette42 (Single, 33) who has been teaching for 11 years has to 
sacrifice many things she has grown comfortable with, her strong desire for ‘a change 
of environment’ overpowered all logic and prompted her to take up an overseas 
posting. This is a sentiment that was echoed by several other teachers. Typically, 
                                                 
42 All names have been changed to protect the anonymity of interviewees. The number in brackets 
indicates their age. 
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accompanying this feeling is also a yearning to experience new lifestyles, new 
cultures and basically something different from what they are accustomed to.  
 What is unique in this study is that the desire for change is not solely 
expressed by the young and adventurous. As revealed previously (Table 5.3), there 
are many respondents over the age of 50 living and working overseas. This older 
group of teachers, often branded as aged and immobile in migration studies (Hogman, 
2001; Kofman, 1999), are neither driven by the prospects of career progression nor 
monetary rewards. In reality, many of them have already retired43 and acquired a 
hefty nest egg. Many among them also have pension funds given by MOE for their 
long years of service. Interestingly, the older teachers here are motivated by similar 
‘youthful’ passions for travelling and taking on new experiences and challenges. 
Though they have retired, they feel that they are still healthy. Thus, they wish to 
continue working and yet be able to travel. Esther (Divorced, 60) who has children 
and grandchildren in Singapore, shares her thoughts,  
After my retirement, I am fit you know at the moment. And I am still 
fit, so why not try another place where I can give … sort of 
contribute. Because I am the type … I cannot sit still and all that, rest 
at home and all this; I can still give, contribute! 
 
 
Even though, many of the older teachers are not Chinese-educated, they feel that 
China is an ideal place to stay as it is a convenient launching pad for them to travel 
around the region. They have an open mindset and are happy to learn new things and 
adapt to lifestyle changes. Esther relates that she has changed in several aspects 
during her three years (and still counting) abroad. She says,  
I change my style you know to be more fashionable. You can see … 
maybe because I have all the time in the world, to make up and dress 
                                                 
43 The typical retirement age for Singaporean teachers is 60. However, they may apply to retire earlier 
after turning 55 or for various other reasons such as health. 
 94
up and all sorts of things ... I’m actually English-educated … I think 
last month I had an interview with a reporter … so I had a talk with 
them in Mandarin. She was very impressed … she says, “You’re not 
Chinese-educated and yet you can speak!” I say it’s because through 
mixing with my teacher [colleagues] and this sort of things … [I may 
not know how to read but] I am trying to learn. The programmes on 




Next, it also became more evident over the course of this study that a wish for 
a change is often expressed more vividly by the MOE-sent teachers. The overseas 
posting is viewed as a ‘once in a lifetime opportunity’ to break away from the tedium 
of teaching in Singapore, undertake something new and yet retain peace of mind 
knowing that there is a job to return to at the end of the stint. The overseas posting 
offered by MOE actually provides teachers, especially single females, with more than 
a change in working environment (which most teachers declare that they are literally 
‘sick’ of). Indeed, the chance to work abroad furnishes single Singaporean teachers 
the best excuse and route of escape from traditional Chinese family and social 
expectations. This reinforces Suzuki’s (2002: 100) notion of transmigrants moving or 
working overseas in order to escape “from restrictive or distressing affective ties at 
home”. Indeed, within a Singaporean context, it is generally unusual for singles to live 
by themselves. Most singles stay with their parents until they are married. Also, it is 
difficult for singles in Singapore to purchase an apartment from the government since 
Singapore’s housing policy is geared towards nuclear families. Second, both males 
and females over the age of 30 are frequently pressured by their parents/society to 
“get hitched”. Charles (Single, 32) hints of this pressure in his comments, 
[my mother] would be yearning for me to get married but at the 
moment this kind of thing, I won’t know you see. I let it be and she 
also resigns herself to that fate … 
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Going on an overseas posting thus allows singles to live away from their 
parents ‘legitimately’ and also, to dodge embarrassing questions on their single status. 
Ivy (Single, 30), actually dislikes being in her current host country, yet says this, 
… actually for myself, I think it’s a good experience, to be away 
from the family and all that. And being in the Asian culture, it’s not 
something that you can get away easily without offending the parents 
in Singapore. So, work is actually a good excuse for this separation 
(laughs)… They [parents] actually asked me a few times, “Are you 
sure you want to go over … mother is not there you know!” and all 
that but it’s something that I have wanted to experience for a long 
time. That’s one of the reasons why I came here. 
 
Lijun (Single, 38), who feels that working in an international school overseas will 
help her find a “breakthrough” in her teaching style, uses the authorities as the perfect 
shield when her parents question her motives for leaving Singapore. She says,  
They [parents] tried persuading me to stay … so personally, to avoid 
trouble and making lengthy explanations, I told them directly that I 
was sent over by the head. The head planned this and so they 
accepted this very quickly. Otherwise they will be listing thousand 
and one reasons to make me stay [in Singapore]… 
 
Overall, it can be observed from the above snippets that pre-migration 
experiences are strong factors in prompting this group of singles to resort to ‘flight’ 
overseas. However, restrictive affective ties are also barriers to transnational 
migration. Even as some Singaporean transmigrants seek to break away from family 
control, others are held back from migrating precisely because of this aspect. While 
the families of the transmigrants in this study are supportive albeit reluctant in letting 
them leave Singapore, others are not so fortunate. Wendy (Single Singaporean non-
migrant, 28), reveals her frustrations, 
An overseas posting sounds so exciting and there are all these perks. 
I would definitely like to apply for it but unfortunately I can’t. I am 
still staying with my parents who are old. My mom already makes 
noise if I do not go back for dinner on time. How can she accept it if 
I leave for Hong Kong for three years? 
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It must also be highlighted here that familial constrictions do not simply 
disappear after transmigrants have embarked on their overseas journey. Some of the 
interviewees disclose that their loved ones and/or families often nag at them, urging 
them not to renew their contracts but to return home. Sometimes, this ‘nagging’ is not 
done verbally but through instances strategised to tug at the heart strings. Silin (Single, 
38) declares that she is considering terminating her contract because 
I have a nephew now … I realise when I go back this Chinese New 
Year, I realised that I really enjoy being with him, being with my 
family, watching you know the grandpa and the grandma. 
 
Another interviewee, Patrina (Single, 61), has a sad story to share. Whilst she was 
abroad, her mother passed away. This death reminded her of her obligations at home 
and that she is not actually ‘free’ to do what she wants. She is now trying to shorten 
her contract so that she can return home to be with her family. 
 In yet another case, Carina (Married, 27) is a newly-wed who left her husband 
in Singapore to pursue a career overseas. As a married transnational, she has 
additional issues to negotiate when she wanted to leave. Her husband, Lawrence 
(Married, 27), who was visiting at the point of the interview, comments that he is 
unhappy about her leaving and wants her to return soon. 
… one thing, shouldn’t be done on such an impulse.[If you want to 
leave], you should have planned it long time ago, not just the last 
minute [after marriage] … I did [voice my disagreement but] because 
I see that maybe she’s suffering from the kind of pressure in 
Singapore so I think maybe this will do her good. You know, just 
come here for a short break … Yes [I want her to return to Singapore 
soon]. Well, that’s what she promised me … we have to really sit 
down and seriously talk about the whole thing correct or not? I mean 
if you, this is what you promised … ok, go and collect yourself and 
be back on your feet again. But if you don’t want to … [you] go back 
on your word, maybe we have to renegotiate the … what can be done 
to … if you want to carry on. 
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Carina is very aware of her husband’s displeasure (they were interviewed separately). 
She shares that he has been pressuring her to go home and she is now contemplating 
on shortening her two-year contract. 
 The different recounts show that for many Singaporean transmigrants, ‘family’ 
features as a major issue if not constraint to be negotiated. Singaporean transmigrants, 
regardless of age and gender, are often not as footloose as their western counterparts 
due to strong family ties. Notwithstanding strong encouragement from the 
government to venture abroad, it is basically not within the Singaporean culture to just 
pack up and go on their ‘Great Overseas Experience’ (The Great OE) like the 
Australians and New Zealanders. Married individuals, especially women, face even 
more objections as there appears to be a dissonance between marriage and 
transmigration. It is evident here that a wife’s proper place is still regarded to be at 
home with her husband. Examples given by Yeoh and Willis (2005) on Singaporean 
female transmigrants in China also reflect the lack of support from the husbands when 
their wives venture overseas. Such stories reveal the added struggles married women 
face in juggling their careers, family, marriages and children. 
Although, the majority of them will return to Singapore after their temporary 
reprieve from family and societal expectations, it was noted that not all MOE-sent 
teachers return to their secure positions back in Singapore. In the course of the 
interview, it was discovered that the overseas experience has whetted the ‘migratory’ 
appetite of some teachers, causing them to crave for other adventures elsewhere. 
Hence, some of them choose to resign when their overseas stint ends in order to 
remain abroad. For someone who did not quite expect to leave the teaching service or 
Singapore for that matter, Charles reasoned that his change of thinking came about 
because of  
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… the different experience and perspective once you are abroad. You 
get to see and experience different things, different cultures and then 
you notice that you have actually been in a well for too long. You 
have never seen the world. You know … once you are out there then 
you notice that there is something else rather than chasing for the 
5Cs 44  which we are all chasing in Singapore. And I think the 
keyword is the quality of life, there must be a balance between work 
and play which I don’t feel we have it in Singapore. Everybody is too 
serious to the extent whereby when there is a chance to play, they do 
not know how to play. They have to be taught how to play which is 
quite sad. 
 
He also derives more fulfilment from teaching in his current overseas setting than 
back in Singapore. This is a sentiment that is echoed by many other expatriate 
teachers who find that their present teaching job offers them more learning 
opportunities and satisfaction as compared to that in Singapore. This has become one 
of the major factors preventing them from rejoining the teaching service in Singapore 
or returning to Singapore for that matter.  
 There are other more specific reasons for migrating besides those listed above. 
While Carina is one of the rare married women to venture abroad without her spouse 
(Table 5.5), most of the other married women (62.5%) in this sample are trailing 
spouses who follow their husbands – usually professionals or businessmen – on their 
expatriate posting. Although the relocation packages awarded to their husbands are 
usually more than sufficient for them to live comfortably, these women seek to teach 
since this is a good way of occupying their time while their husbands and/or children 
are at work or school respectively. Moreover, for teachers with younger children, the 
time when they end work coincides nicely with the time their children finish school. 
Hence, they are still able to spend time with their children without feeling guilty about 
neglecting them. More importantly, mothers within this group of married women feel 
                                                 
44  Singaporeans are said to be in constant pursuit of owning the 5Cs, namely credit cards; 
condominium; cars; career and cash. 
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that by staying in the education system, they will be of better help to their children’s 
education. Amanda (Married, 36), fulltime teacher with four children, recounts, 
 [when I got a teaching job at this school even before I moved over] I 
guess that sort of reassured me that if I’m teaching, then my kids 
would be getting something, you know Singaporean … like my 
daughter, she’s not very good with numbers [and she needs more 
structure] ... I actually joined teaching also when I saw her struggling 
with mathematics … I felt so sorry for her. I feel that at least if I 
joined teaching, I can help her better.  
 
Though paid work can definitely help married women pass time more usefully 
and lessen the loneliness often associated with living in a new place, continuing to 
teach serves as another strategy adopted by mothers to help their children adjust 
academically. These issues are less salient for the married men – with accompanying 
wives – in this study because they consider their primary role as breadwinners. 
Overall, besides the common problems encountered in the initial stages of their 
migration such as differences in language and culture, married respondents feel that 
this arrangement is definitely more beneficial for the family. Sophia (Married, 36), 
another fulltime teacher and mother of two, relates, 
I don’t like being in Singapore because there’s too much pressure. 
You can’t have quality life in Singapore when you work and raise a 
family at the same time. You can only get it when you are away. 
 
TABLE 5.5: Migration Status of Married Expatriate Singaporean Teachers 
Women (%) Men (%) Country where interviews 
took place Lead Alone Trailing Lead 
People’s Republic of China 6.3 6.3 37.5 0 
Hong Kong (SAR) 6.3 6.3 12.5 6.3 
Thailand 0 0 12.5 0 
Singapore (Returnees) 0 0 0 6.3 




  Around 24% of the ethnic Chinese respondents in this study express that they 
have a great deal of interest in Chinese culture and life in China. Despite being born 
and bred in Singapore, they feel that their roots can still be traced back to China. 
China is perceived as their ideological homeland notwithstanding the fact that they 
have had little contact with the country. Thus, when the opportunity arises, they grab 
the chance to work and live in various parts of China in search of their roots and 
ancestry. For this group of interviewees, some sense of a diasporic connection lies 
behind their desire to experience China. Silin discloses her inner feelings, 
all my life I have always been interested in China … so as I grew up, 
I realised, actually all those American and English novels that I read 
when I was young, actually they don’t relate to me at all. It’s Chinese 
… I became very interested in Chinese literature and I came to China 
at least 3 or 4 times before I came to work here … I said how nice it 
would be if I could work here one day and I didn’t know the dream 
would come true. 
 
 
This is an interesting phenomenon because this particular group of teachers are 
English-educated and have not experienced any form of discrimination in Singapore 
(unlike Chinese-educated counterparts). In feeling the need to learn all about Chinese 
and being Chinese, they “retain a vision or myth of their uniqueness and interest in 
their” ideological homeland (Faist, 1999: 46). By deliberately moving to their 
ancestral homeland, teachers in this study are forming even more complicated 
networks within and between China and Singapore.  
  Finally, there are several teachers who view going overseas as a form of 
service and contribution to their nation, Singapore. When asked, they declare that they 
are merely fulfilling their ‘national service’, working where the government or other 
Singaporeans need them. Some do this even at the expense of being separated from 
their own spouses or immediate family. They draw on national discourses about 
placing the country’s needs before their own and taking on the role of teaching 
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Singaporean children abroad to ensure that these students do not lose touch with the 
Singapore education system. Teachers are often fearful that Singaporean students will 
not be able to cope academically after their return to Singapore. They constantly 
remind them about how stressful academic life in Singapore will be if they do not 
work hard overseas. Importantly, their personal nationalistic sentiments may further 
enhance their role in imparting NE to students (see later). 
 
5.3 Transnational families 
 Having established their reasons for moving, the chapter proceeds to ascertain 
the transnational behaviour demonstrated by interviewees and the ways in which they 
sustain their networks across borders. First, respondents seem to take into their stride 
the need and cost of flying between countries. Many of them do not consider distance 
a problem, zipping between their host and home countries regularly as frequent flyers. 
The common response given by teachers is that they – whether in China, Hong Kong 
or Thailand – are relatively near to Singapore and that they would not take more than 
five hours of air travel to reach home. This constant shuttling is their usual practice 
even before the introduction of budget airlines in the region. In fact, Esther, who is 
already a grandmother, even returns specifically to Singapore before the examination 
period just to prepare her grandchild for PSLE Mathematics.  
  Regular visits are one of the key strategies adopted by teachers in this study. 
The commuting also extends to their family members who fly over to visit and/or stay 
for longer periods. Aside from visiting, constant communication between loved ones 
are sustained via technology such as telephones, mobile phones (for short-text 
messaging system [SMS]) and computers (for electronic mail). These respondents 
prove that transmigrants, regardless of age, are becoming increasingly technology-
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savvy. Technology is indeed proving to be an important facilitator of transnationalism. 
In truth, conventional forms of letter writing have now become passé and even 
telephone conversations are being increasingly replaced by SMS. The frequency of 
correspondence varies but for someone like Karen (Single, 32) who proclaims that she 
is not close to her family, she will at least telephone home “every once or twice a 
fortnight”. Ultimately, respondents make an extra effort to spend more quality time 
with their loved ones or family in every possible way. They feel that their families do 
converse more when they are apart as compared to when they are living under the 
same roof in Singapore. According to Lijun,  
… the main thing is when I was in Singapore, we each have our own 
lives … our own circles … even though we are living in the same 
house, we do not get to meet when we are busy. 
 
While the phrase ‘absence makes the heart grow fonder’ sounds cliché, respondents 
agree that families do grow closer with the separation. Andrew (Single, 32) thinks that  
… it’s a good thing. The family bond with your immediate family is 
strengthened because we don’t see each other often. So there’s less 
friction and there’s more understanding and you tend to 
accommodate more to their needs actually because you don’t see 
them that often. 
 
  For the majority of the ethnic Chinese respondents, celebration of key festivals 
such as Chinese New Year with the family, are particularly important. Respondents, 
no matter how busy, always make time to celebrate important festivals with their 
families and loved ones, even if it is for a short period. In view of their strategic 
offshore location in East Asia, respondents also initiate bi-annual or annual holiday 
trips with their families. For instance, teachers living in Hong Kong will invite their 
family members to stay with them and then organise family getaways to mainland 
China. Similarly, respondents living in China will organise trips with their visiting 
relatives to the different regions in China. This is made possible partly by the longer 
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breaks in between semesters (summer break is around two to three months), higher 
earnings and the perceived lower costs of travel. Charles shares,  
… every year I would bring her [mother] on a tour together during 
the summer break. So that is my carrot for her, it’s like if I am out of 
Singapore to work, I earn a little bit more and I can bring her on a 
tour yearly but if I am back in Singapore, its very difficult to. 
 
  Many of the respondents still contribute financially to their family members 
back in Singapore. Again, remitting money to their loved ones is made easy with 
online electronic banking that is now widely available. Expatriate teachers can, with 
just a click of several buttons, remit money conveniently to their loved ones. Some of 
the respondents also indicate that they will simply programme it in such a way that 
money is automatically transferred into their families’ bank accounts on a monthly 
basis. With the relatively cheaper and fuss-free way of transmitting money, some 
interviewees even managed to pay the living expenses incurred by their families in 
Singapore.  
  Unexpectedly, world crises such as Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome 
(SARS), the war in Iraq and avian flu also act to heighten transnational relationships 
and networks between respondents and their loved ones. When SARS first broke out 
in Hong Kong, teachers there received a barrage of concerned queries from relatives 
and even long-lost friends via telephone and emails. Respondents overseas also made 
an extra effort to call home daily to update their anxious family on their personal 
well-being. More interestingly, during the initial stages of the epidemic, those 
overseas (in Hong Kong or China) actually called their relatives in Singapore with the 
purpose of obtaining news about what is actually happening in Hong Kong or China. 
They find that the media in their respective locales are not as forthcoming with news 
and have to rely on their Singapore sources to keep them posted on any new 
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developments.  They also have greater trust in the Singapore media as compared to 
those in their host countries. For some, SARS provided a chance for family 
reunification when the schools were closed during the period; but at the same time, 
prevented others from reuniting due to the mandatory quarantine imposed by the 
government.  
  Even though countries such as China, Hong Kong, Thailand or Singapore are 
not involved in the war in Iraq, family members and loved ones could not help but 
worry about the overseas expatriates and vice versa. Everyone fears that the war may 
somehow disrupt their contact with each other and ruin possibilities of family reunion. 
From here, it is clear that world situations have great impacts on transnational 
relationships and networks. For instance, Lawrence is all the more adamant that 
Carina returns to Singapore because  
really what I mean is you don’t know what is going to happen in a 
few months time, for example, the situation between Iraq and US. It 
has already started and if they are going to do this to North Korea, I 
mean what if one day you even have trouble flying back to Singapore. 
All this kind of thing you don’t know because it’s so tense now, 
because the war will not just slide like that. I’m in the army. I belong 
to that kind of division. I know if they have been building up, it will 
not start like that. There will be build-ups and they just snap at the 
edge of it.  
 
Lawrence desires to be reunited with his wife during times of uncertainty and rumours 
of war. He feels that he is definitely able to ‘protect’ his wife better if she is back in 
Singapore. This again reflects the different tensions present for married transnational 
women and transnational marriages. 
  On the other hand, transmigrants who have been married for longer periods 
appear more nonchalant about being separated from their spouses although they did 
comment that their families would “love to see more” of them. Also, the mothers in 
this study – who are presently separated from their children – have little problems 
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with sustaining a split household. Perhaps, this is because their children are already 
grown up and some have even started their own family units. Likewise, some of their 
children are studying abroad anyway and so these expatriate mothers do not consider 
themselves as neglecting their duties. Nonetheless, mothers cannot prevent 
themselves from worrying about their children completely. Evelyn (Widowed, 54) 
who believes in developing independence in her children, ironically left a maid at 
home to look after them, 
… from young I always train them to be independent because I 
always believe I don’t know how long I will live. You know people 
can just go suddenly. So it’s best to prepare them … they lived 
together on their own but I have a maid to actually take care of the 
cleaning, washing. But unfortunately my maid decided to abandon 
me … when I was midway through here. So when I went back, I had 
to get a part-time maid. 
 
To conclude, expatriates in this study continue to sustain close familial ties 
transnationally. In maintaining close ties with their families in Singapore, expatriate 
teachers are inevitably maintaining close links with their native country too. These 
intimate connections may in turn prove useful in their roles as purveyors of NE. 
 
5.4 Transnational experiences 
  Overall, teachers in this study report that they have little problems adjusting 
after migrating. Being Chinese is an added advantage and most of them are able to 
adapt to their new environment within three to six months both emotionally and 
professionally. Furthermore, teachers are also continuously changing and improving 
themselves professionally when they see the positive benefits of learning from their 
non-Singaporean colleagues. They are especially eager to learn new creative teaching 
methods from non-Asians. Yuhua (Single, 30s) echoes the differences voiced by 
many of the Singaporean teachers, 
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You know we are supposed to be more creative in our teaching, more 
problem-solving, that kind of thing, not so textbook bound. So in a 
way in here, we find that expatriate teachers (non-Asians) try to 
make their lessons very fun and creative. So that’s also how we want 
to do it ourselves. But at the same time, we also want some structure, 
you know not to abandon the text, so I guess we are trying to marry 
these two together which is I think that’s what the Singapore schools 
are also trying to move towards.  
 
For the leaders and heads of departments within the SISs, their greatest 
challenge has been managing the diverse group of staff coming from a range of 
countries. First, they have to convince non-Singaporean teachers of the merits of the 
Singapore education system and the textbooks since many of them have had little 
contact with the system. Predictably, non-Singaporean teachers are also non-believers 
of this system, often remarking that “this is silly, this is stupid”. Evelyn shares her 
initial experience, 
Challenges I faced initially … include convincing the Caucasians 
about our education system … when I came over here, I told the 
Caucasian teachers that we have to teach them [students] the 
[grammar] structure … And one of them told me that I am going 
back to dark ages, “Look you are not progressing, you are going back 
to dark ages!” So I told her, if the system that was used during the 
dark ages work well, why not use it here? [They did not buy into my 
argument initially] but eventually they agreed. They agree to it 
because by doing so, they find that the children understand grammar 
better, the structure better and they are able to write better … after a 
while, they actually love our system. 
 
Another problem Singaporeans face is in convincing non-Asian teachers about 
the necessities of having examinations. Evelyn confirms this, 
They [non-Asians] felt that having exams is not a good idea at all. In 
fact, most of them have no training in setting exam papers. They 
don’t set exam papers at all. They have no training in this area, so 
they find difficulty to do this.  
 
Sophia, gives an example when she relates her shock and anger at some of her fellow 
colleagues, 
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Our style of testing is foreign to them [non-Asians] and it’s hard for 
them to be so regulated I suppose, and so precise … Well we usually 
have some … maybe not antagonism but maybe disagreements when 
the paper is set and it has to be vetted … And then there will be 
[censored] … I had a conflict with one of the staff last year because 
he set really silly history papers. Like he will say, “What does B.C. 
stands for?” and the four options are “1. Buy clean sheets; 2. Before 
common test; 3…” and then it’s like all silly answers which are so 
obviously wrong. And I said, it’s insulting to the students, it’s 
insulting to the subject and it went on. Then when he got kind of 
angry, he said that’s the way they do it in Canada. Well, my son 
takes national test from America and none of them look like that. So 
I cannot believe that they actually set such dumb questions … he was 
asked to leave finally. 
 
Over time, leaders grow accustom to the attitudes of the non-Asian teachers and 
manage to iron out and handle such conflicts and differences. Eventually, they adopt 
new ways of supervising non-Singaporean subordinates whilst ensuring that staff do 
not “compromise on standards” (in Maggie’s words, Single, 61). However, this 
proves to be a constant headache since the staff turnover rate in the schools is rather 
high. 
Lifestyle adjustments also have to be made after migration. For instance, 
respondents took some time getting used to the different hygiene standards and social 
habits observed in their host countries such as cleanliness, fast pace of walking, 
spitting and queue-jumping. Regardless of where the interviewees are staying right 
now, Singapore is deemed to be the cleanest place and they missed living in 
Singapore for this reason. Many hold fast to their values by refusing to acquiesce to 
societal pressures but instead strived to impart proper social etiquette to their hosts. 
Esther insists, 
… we go round to teach them, like queuing up, they just like to rush. 
So you know, “No! Go queue up!” I will tell them nicely. That’s one 
way of educating them. We are used to living in Singapore where it’s 
so gracious. Sometimes, we just can’t bear to see them all behaving 
in a crude way. 
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As can be expected however, some respondents do pick up some of the local 
habits as Janet (Single, 30s) reveals, 
I was initially quite upset when I see the Chinese jumping queue but 
I soon learn to do that as well. If you can’t beat them, you have to 
join them in their game. Actually, I am now guilty of jumping queue 
even when I return to Singapore. 
 
Marianne (Married, 34) chooses to focus on the good points about her hosts and 
shares her admiration for them, 
… their [Hong Kongers] pace of life is very fast and they think very 
fast. Like when we take the MRT in Singapore, we won’t think, “Oh, 
later when we go out, where is the escalator? Which train 
compartment is more convenient so I must walk there first”. Hong 
Kongers will think of all this. They will think, “Ok, later we are 
going to Kowloon Tong, so Kowloon Tong’s exit is at the sixth train 
compartment, so we have to go there first”. They have already 
thought about all these … they are very fast, their thinking turn very 
fast … after going back to Singapore, I really find that the pace of 




Many of the respondents do have pre-conceived prejudices about their host 
before they migrated. For example, teachers in China or Hong Kong are rather biased 
towards the Chinese initially, viewing them as backward and uneducated people. 
They snub their hosts and express their wariness of them. Lijun reflects on some of 
the feelings that Singaporeans have such as, they (hosts) are “very arrogant, very 
discourteous”. However, as they live in the country for longer periods, they tend to 
change their negative viewpoints of the Chinese in China. They even begin to admire 
the Chinese for their intelligence and ability, and in turn feel less superior about 
themselves. This is further reflected by Linda (Married, 40s), “We shouldn’t look 
down on them (Chinese) … they learn very fast, change fast and are adaptable”. 
When this happens, Singaporeans learn to be more humble in their host 
countries. They also begin to accept that they do have a lot to learn from their hosts. 
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After her move to China, C.T. (Married, 50) starts to look at things from a different 
perspective and cautions other Singaporeans, especially her students, against thinking 
that Singapore will always be number one.  
I note that now we really got to survive, Singapore got to survive. 
We really, really got to learn a lot from the China people. They are 
very hungry people. They are just like a sponge and they can absorb 
… they are go-getters. [The teenage Singaporeans] maybe because of 
their young age, they don’t understand. They always think that China, 
the Chinese are inferior. But give them [Chinese] a few more years, 
and they are a whole group to contend with.  
 
Apart from character-building and becoming more accepting and tolerant of others, 
interviewees are also learning about new cultures, protocols and behaviour every day. 
In the end, the majority of the interviewees feel that learning these things will help 
broaden their outlook and perspectives in life; help transform themselves into better 
people and according to Linda, progress towards becoming “truly Cosmopolitan 
Singaporeans”. 
 
5.5 Negotiations of national identity 
 When it comes to personal negotiations of national identity, an entire range of 
reactions from the teachers can be detected. In many cases, teachers become more 
patriotic when they are away while a selected few choose to opt out of having a 
national identity tag, by striving to be good world citizens instead. Regardless of their 
feelings, their protectiveness and love for their native country emerge and are often 
reinforced when they encounter negative views about Singaporeans in their host 
countries. Singaporeans are very frank and open about the negative opinions they 
know their hosts have of them. Some examples include beliefs that Singaporeans are 
“arrogant and very shallow in certain sense”; “walking robots who will carry out 
everything that the government says”; “so full of themselves”; only “see Singapore as 
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the centre of the universe and nothing else”, and the list continues. These 
preconceptions appear to be more prevalent in Hong Kong, followed by China. 
Interviewees in this study would avoid confronting their hosts about such 
judgments, but strive to be in Charles’ words,   
an ambassador for Singapore … I want …people to have a good 
impression of Singapore and know that we are capable, intelligent 
and not just following the government, whatever they may say. 
 
Hence, expatriate Singaporeans consciously try to uplift Singapore’s image through 
their personal actions and will watch their own behaviour carefully. One occasion 
when teachers become antagonised is when they confront fellow non-Singaporean 
colleagues who disparage the Singapore’s education system, curriculum and 
textbooks. In their attempts to convince their counterparts of the qualities of the 
system they have grown up with and are now upholding, Singaporean teachers will 
defend the system, and in the process defend the country as well.   
  Generally, though many teachers find it hard to answer the question on what it 
means to be Singaporean for them, they do articulate their pride as Singaporeans 
through various ways. Many of the Singaporeans credit their success to Singapore’s 
education system and express their faith and confidence in the education they have 
received. Because of their faith in this system, they are especially proud to be 
Singaporeans. Andrew reveals, 
I am proud to call myself a Singaporean in the sense that Singapore 
has done us good. To be honest, it has given us a very, very decent 
education, allowing us to communicate and converse with others at 
the same time gain respect … 
 
After moving away, they are beginning to appreciate Singapore more and are also 
strengthening their national identity daily. Yuhua confirms that “I have become more 
patriotic” after migrating.  
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  Undoubtedly, the constant questioning by students, Singaporeans and non-
Singaporeans alike, help them to reminisce on their past and also spark off new 
queries about different aspects of Singapore that they did not already know. Therefore, 
it is interesting to note that their national identity and knowledge about Singapore is 
increasing even when they are away, whether they are aware of it or not. For many 
other interviewees, their national identity is further reinforced by the very act of 
leaving Singapore and living in a foreign country. 
 
5.6  Transmission and accumulation of capital 
 Teachers are embodiments of cultural capital through the certifications they 
hold, the knowledge they possess and the cultural goods – books, pictures – they own. 
Besides the academic knowledge that they strive to impart to their students, 
Singaporean teachers are also valuable resources of information about Singapore. In 
addition, they are also embodiments of important personal values. They act as 
examples for Singaporean expatriate children to emulate and also dispense important 
advice to students on how to cope with life in Singapore.  
  Teachers also embody important social capital through their linkages and 
networks with former colleagues and school system in Singapore. In turn, they 
become the social capital that parents can tap into when the need arises. Returning 
Singaporean parents will normally consult these teachers for advice on the best 
schools to enrol their children and the ways in which they can help their children cope 
after their return. Teachers will sometimes tap into their own social capital in order to 
help parents. Overall, their personal experiences and negotiations of national identity 
will, to some extent, affect the information they eventually transmit to students and 
parents. 
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 As teachers continue on their overseas journeys, they accrue important cultural 
and social capital for themselves that may prove useful in the future. First, having 
taught in international schools, the experience transforms into important cultural 
capital that will greatly enhance teachers’ curriculum vitaes (CVs). Some teachers 
have also confided that based on the cultural as well as social contacts that they have 
gathered, they are able to move on to teach in other international schools around the 
region. After having a rather difficult time looking for a new job, Gwen (Single, 30) 
was very fortunate when her former principal was asked to lead another SIS in China 
and invited her to move over to the new school as well. There were also several other 
cases where teachers were asked to join their former heads/principals in other 
international schools but were unable to do so as yet due to their contracts. These 
teachers did mention though that their ‘head-hunters’ have left the option open for 
them and will try to employ them whenever they are ready to move again. 
 Some rather enterprising Singaporeans have even gotten together to embark on 
initiating a new SIS in their respective locations. Again, they rely on the experience 
and different social capital they have gathered, be it with the government authorities, 
management staff, investors and even ex-colleagues to start the new school. Indeed, 
by working in SISs catering to the children of important and rich Singaporean 
expatriates – the very people who are often the ones funding the schools – teachers 
often gather many important social contacts. A former expatriate teacher, Valerie 
(single, 40s), states that during her time overseas, she actually worked for and became 
acquainted with the “Who’s who of Singaporeans” overseas, famous movie stars and 
also taught children of important Singaporeans such as Oei Hong Leong (a 
Singaporean businessman). She divulges that knowing these contacts have their 
occasional perks and may prove invaluable in the near future.  
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5.7 Personal versus public persona 
 Their personal feelings and experiences aside, as teachers, interviewees are 
always very careful in projecting the right image and values to their students because 
they are fully aware that their charges are very impressionable. Ivy shares, 
I realise that after awhile if you teach the pupils long enough, they 
talk and behave like you. Yes, you have to be careful of what you are 
teaching them and what you tell them because they imitate. After 
awhile, she or he talks like me, no like myself and it’s kind of 
worrying. So you actually shape their character in a way. Moreover, 
the group of pupils we are dealing with, they are younger and more 
impressionable. 
 
Thus, teachers try to be the best role models for their students. This role modelling 
often extends after school hours because their students live in the same expatriate 
areas as them. Teachers have to be on their guard and best behaviour because they can 
always run into their students and their students’ parents while grocery shopping or 
catching a movie. This form of discipline in the anticipation of perceived scrutiny by 
the public keeps teachers on their toes both during and after school hours.  
While teachers often feel that there are no conflicts between their professional 
and personal facade, some differences in perceptions can still be detected. For 
instance, they appear to be all serious and no-nonsense in school but are actually ‘very 
wild’ after school hours when they are assured that there are no parents or students 
watching. Some teachers also hold personal views about Singapore including a lack of 
optimism towards Singapore’s future and their personal wish to leave Singapore 
permanently. Nonetheless, they will continue to project a good outlook for their 
students and encourage them to return. They may also have certain strong negative 
opinions about Singapore but will refrain from sharing them with the students. While 
it is difficult for teachers to hold their tongue at times, they attempt to present a fair 
and objective view to students.  
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The complexity of this issue can be observed through Andrew, who feels 
proud to be a Singaporean and yet, cannot see himself returning to Singapore. 
However, he presents consciously a different image to his students. The following 
reveals the struggles: 
Andrew:  I am proud to call myself a Singaporean … 
 
Theodora:  Are you conscious in imparting national values in your teaching? 
Andrew:  When there’s a need, yes I am very conscious. If they ask me, why 
does Singapore need to do this, why does Singapore need to do 
that? You know they do not know … so of course you have to 
satisfy their curiosity and explain to them in a very convincing way 
that you know this is what Singaporeans have to do … 
 
Theodora: Do you feel that you have a mission to help the Singaporean 
students not to forget Singapore? 
Andrew:  err yar.  
 
Theodora: What are your future plans? 
Andrew:  I don’t know whether I am able to live in Singapore again. You 
know that’s my frank opinion. 
 
 
Nevertheless, this is perhaps one question that may never get a completely truthful 
answer due to the presence of interviewer bias. It is definitely one area that requires 
further study and observations. 
 
5.8 Teaching in a transnational setting 
 In the course of teaching in SISs, teachers made many observations about 
younger Singaporeans and remarked on what is lacking in their education diet. First, 
they feel that younger Singaporeans are too pampered overseas and “have not suffered 
enough in their lives”. Young Singaporeans get what they want easily from their 
indulgent parents, have maids to wait on them and basically lead a very comfortable 
life. Teachers are worried that their young charges may not be able to serve Singapore 
well when they grow up, especially when Singapore meets with crises. They feel that 
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younger expatriates may run away on the first impulse should their country face any 
difficulties. 
 Interviewees also observed that there are some, though not many, young 
charges suffering from a national identity crisis. They know that they hold 
Singaporean papers but do not feel close to the country. Their image of Singapore is 
based on it being a holiday location for them but they have no deep roots anchoring 
them to Singapore. On the one hand, while they gain rosy memories of Singapore 
from their numerous holidays there, they have no strong urge to return to Singapore 
permanently. In reality, for those participating in the immersion programme in 
Singapore schools, the month-long stint actually repulses them from returning to 
Singapore as they see the system to be too stressful and less fun. Some may even 
make fun of Singapore saying things like, “Oh, in Singapore they drink longkang 
(drain) water.” 
This is not to say that all is completely lost for younger Singaporeans. Their 
education from an international school does provide them with a good start in life. 
They are very creative and eloquent. Also importantly, interacting comfortably with 
different nationalities is like second nature to them. They are understanding and 
tolerant of each other, making friends fairly well. This will indeed come in very handy 
as the world becomes increasingly interconnected. The social contacts derived from 




To summarise, expatriate teachers lead interesting transnational lives while 
negotiating between their multiple public and personal identities, and in the face of 
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numerous challenges. Also detected are some intriguing differences experienced by 
male transmigrants versus their female counterparts. The problems increase further 
when the transnational subject is a married woman with children. These different 
stories and struggles provide a fascinating glimpse into the lives of a group of similar 
yet diverse middling transnationals. 
As teachers proceed in their personal life journeys away from Singapore, they 
are continually developing their own character even as they are moulding the 
character of their young charges. Although their identities as Singaporeans are 
fortified when they leave the country, they may not necessary want to return. Their 
transnational lives and ties will keep them close to Singapore but need not necessarily 
force them to return. This is especially ironic for those who hope that their students 
will one day return to Singapore and contribute to the country even when they 
themselves are not planning to return.  
Teachers have many hopes and dreams for their young students and strive to 
give them the best education possible from an education system that they personally 
believe in strongly. Thus, the nuances about Singapore and being Singaporeans are 
being transferred when teachers remain true to the textbooks and curriculum. The 
only thing teachers seek to change is to inject creativity into the lessons and making it 
less of a rote-learning for students. While teachers often transmit positive information 
about Singapore to their students, they unwittingly transmit negative notions to them 
when they remind them about the amount of homework and studying Singaporean 
students have to endure. Overseas students then develop a fear of returning to 
Singapore as they do not wish to be stuck in such a stressful education system. 
However, teachers do start off with the good intention of reminding students about 
Singapore.  
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Whether, they are aware of it or not, teachers have indeed been imparting 
important Singaporean values and identity across to their students through their 
actions and words. This continues to happen even when they have personal beliefs 
and outlooks that do not quite gel with the Singapore government. To end this chapter, 
it must be reiterated that expatriate Singapore teachers act as important pillars of 
Singapore in a foreign land by ensuring that the ‘Singapore way’ lives on in their 
classrooms. They become an important support of the wider expatriate Singaporean 
community and are definitely one valuable resource that the Singapore government 
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THE SINGAPOREAN TRANSNATIONAL CAPITALIST CLASS AND  
THEIR CONCERNS OVER THEIR CHILDREN’S EDUCATION 
 
6.1 Introduction 
In the recent years, a growing number of Singaporeans appears to be 
responding to the government’s call for them to spread Singapore’s wing in the region. 
The relocating Singaporeans purportedly belong to an emerging breed of 
transmigrants otherwise known as the transnational capitalist class45 (TCC). As the 
title suggests, Singaporean TCCs are described as transmigrating elites who, in the 
course of their transnational mobilities, develop intricate social networks interweaving 
different political geobodies together. While TCCs are allegedly highly proficient and 
adroit at functioning in diverse environments, much less has been explored in terms of 
the family strategies they employ in the course of transmigrating. Also, Singaporean 
expatriates – especially those with children – are often reportedly confronted with 
various difficulties when they venture far from the comforts of a familiar home. 
Hence, this chapter seeks to explore the familial issues experienced by Singaporeans 
TCCs with school-going children.  
The ensuing sections will delve into the concerns that transmigrating parents 
have over their children’s education and how their subsequent life choices are being 
shaped by such anxieties. These worries are highlighted through the study of two 
distinct groups of Singaporeans: those who chose to bring their families along with 
them and those who decided to leave their families behind in Singapore. Apart from 
examining their life choices, their views on how an education from an overseas 
                                                 
45 See Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion on TCCs. 
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institution – be it from a Singapore or other international schools – compare against 
the local Singapore education system will also be discussed. On the other hand, 
viewpoints from transmigrants who left their spouses and children behind in 
Singapore provide an interesting contrast to the first group of transmigrants. 
Subsequently, the relevance and efficacy of cultural and social capital to 
transmigrating Singaporeans will be considered. In addition, the role that transnational 
parents play in transmitting important cultural and social capital to their children will 
also be looked at. In the process, one also hopes to elicit their views regarding the 
‘transferability’ of cultural and social capital alongside their transnational movements. 
 
6.2 The Singaporean Transnational Capitalist Class: who are they?46 
 In this study, 3147 Singaporean transmigrants who are presently in China, 
Hong Kong or Thailand as well as those who have since returned to Singapore are 
interviewed using various in-depth interview techniques; namely face-to-face 
interviews, electronic mails and telephone interviews. Within this group of 
interviewees, 19 of them (61.3%) are mothers while the remaining 12 individuals 
(38.7%) are fathers. All their children are at a school-going age ranging from 
kindergarten to university. Where possible, some of these young Singaporeans were 
also interviewed to obtain their perspectives and sentiments on some of the issues that 
were raised. Incidentally, all the fathers in this group are the lead transmigrants and 
have profiles approximating that of a TCC. They are either businessmen or skilled 
professionals coming from a wide range of occupations. Unsurprisingly, all the 
women in this study are trailing spouses, accompanying their husbands on their 
                                                 
46 Refer to Appendix 9 for additional information for about interviewees. 
47 Due to the limited sample size, this study does not claim to be representative of the overseas 
Singapore population. Instead, it hopes to give voice to some of them and stimulate thinking about their 
life overseas. 
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expatriate posting. Most of the female respondents (78.9%) in this study gave up their 
careers in Singapore to be with their husbands/families and only 21.1% of the women 
continued working (in teaching-related jobs) after migrating. The other female 
interviewees decided to become full-time housewives during this period.  
 The majority of the interviewees are Chinese (87.1%) and the remaining 
12.9% comes from other ethnicities such as Malay, Filipino and German. With 
respect to their age, the interviewees are spread rather evenly between two age 
groups; most of them being in their 30s (48.4%) or 40s (45.2% - see Table 6.1). 
Among the Singaporeans in this study48, 45.2% placed their children in a SIS. An 
equal percentage (45.2%) has children who are studying in other international schools 
of American or British origins. One mother has her children enrolled in both types of 
institutions while 6.5% of the parents left their children in Singapore. 
 
TABLE 6.1: Age Composition of Interviewees 
 30 – 39 (%) 40 – 49 (%) 50 – 59 (%) 
Interviewees 48.4 45.2 6.5 
 
 
6.2.1 Reasons for leaving 
 To better comprehend the parenting concerns and rationales Singaporean 
TCCs have, it is important to first understand their reasons for migrating and their 
ensuing experiences. Indeed, upon interviewing them, it was revealed that most of the 
Singaporean TCCs have a rather different set of reasons for leaving Singapore (with 
or without their families). Where migration was portrayed more as an adventurous 
                                                 
48 Considering that some interviewees (5 couples) are married to each other, the breakdown could be 
recalculated into the following: 42% of the parents enrolled their children in a SIS; 46% of them with 
children studying in other international schools; 4% has children enrolled in both types of institutions 
while 8% left their children in Singapore.  
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decision made by free-wheeling individuals in Chapter 5, at least half of the 
interviewees in this section shared that their migration is actually borne out of a sense 
of necessity rather than personal preferences. The three common ‘push’ scenarios that 
emerged are: Singaporean TCCs were sent abroad by their companies with little or no 
initiative on their parts; their respective departments have been relocated to countries 
with cheaper production costs and lastly, there were simply no employment 
opportunities in Singapore (see The Sunday Times, 4/4/2004). 
Naturally, there are a few respondents who move out of Singapore because of 
their individual work ethos and outlook in life. For instance, respondents such as 
Hamzar (Vice President, 33) feel that working in different countries will bear fruitful 
experiences, accelerate their climb up the corporate ladder and help their career 
tremendously. Nonetheless, not many respondents will actually embrace an overseas 
posting. This phenomenon has been reported in the Financial Times (19/6/2003) 
where Singaporeans are noted to be “reluctant to relocate” and “unwilling to break 
away from their comfort zones”.  
 
6.2.2 The struggles of a Singaporean TCC 
In the context of the general powerlessness of numerous interviewees in 
controlling market conditions and company’s decisions, several family struggles 
become apparent. Indeed, transmigrants have to weigh the opportunity costs arising 
from their relocation carefully since such costs are not confined to monetary matters 
alone. They have to consider multiple tricky questions such as: whether they should 
go alone or with their families and/or what will happen to their children’s education. 
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Clearly, one recurring worry in this study relates to children’s education49 – a major 
hurdle that is obstructing their migration trajectory – rather than fears of 
readjustments and/or acclimatizing to new environments. Interviewees exhibit an 
immense phobia of withdrawing their children from Singapore’s education system, 
worrying that their children may lag behind their peers.  
Indeed, two expatriates in the study (6.5%) decided to move without their 
families after weighing the various factors. This is not an easy decision for them but 
they feel that they have to endure the separation for several reasons. Schooling is cited 
as the main problem since their children are already in good schools50 and they do not 
wish to disrupt their lives. Furthermore, they feel that there are simply no “suitable” 
schools near where they have been relocated. Also, the fees at international schools 
are costly and some companies are unwilling to subsidise the entire amount. Finally, 
they rationalise that the meagre allowance given does not justify that their spouses 
sacrifice their jobs.  
In contrast, the majority of the respondents (93.5%) decided to migrate with 
their families. Amanda (Teacher, 36) articulates her initial worries before rationalising 
her final decision, 
Initially I was very apprehensive, that’s why my husband was here 9 
months before me. I was concerned with the school system and my 
children fitting back when we go home. So, that’s why I 
procrastinated for 9 months. [But] the family should stay together, 
that’s the ultimate reason ... I reckoned that being with the father, 
that’s what’s more important … I believe in the family nucleus, I 
mean if there’s no family bonding, I think that’s the cause of 
breakdowns.  
 
[Eventually] … I reckoned that education is just one bit of a child’s 
life and whether they are under the Singapore system or they are 
somewhere else in another part of the world, as long as they are 
                                                 
49 It must be emphasised that migrants do have other concerns about migrating such as loss of spouses’ 
incomes, ‘abandoning’ their aged parents and loss of family support. However, these worries are 
beyond the scope of this thesis.  
50 A respondent’s child is studying in Raffles Junior College, one of the top schools in Singapore. 
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learning … erm, its ok you see … I shouldn’t be so result-oriented. 
… I think that being out of Singapore is already an education. It’s 
already an experience that probably the children in Singapore won’t 
experience. You know, learning about someone else’s culture, 
learning about their way of life and learning about currency 
exchange. All these, a little bit of Maths is also involved … because 
if you look at it, there are many people in the world who have not 
undergone Singapore’s system but yet have done very well. So it’s 
not the be all and end all and I am not so kiasu51 a mother.  
 
 
Similarly, Cuiling (Homemaker, 40) relates her hesitation for three years before 
finally caving in to join her husband overseas. 
My husband has been working in Shenzhen for actually 3 years, 4 
years prior to us moving over. So he was like doing 2 weeks there 
and he comes back for 2 weeks and so on. And we were resisting 
moving … because of the school … there isn’t even a proper 
English-speaking school in Shenzhen. So all these while, it has been 
a lot of shuttling to and fro for him until we decided that it’s kind of 
difficult for a boy to grow up seeing his father like only part of the 
time … 
 
After struggling over multiple dilemmas concerning survival as well as careers 
versus children’s education, transmigrants ultimately opt to migrate together to ensure 
the survival of the entire family52. Nevertheless, while children’s education has to take 
a backseat when set against the collective good of the family, it remains an important 
element to parents.  
  
6.3 Educating young Singaporeans overseas … 
6.3.1 … at home 
Most mothers face the dual challenge of ensuring that their children perform 
well academically overseas yet keep up with Singapore’s standards simultaneously. 
                                                 
51  A Hokkien term used by many Singaporeans to denote the fear of losing (Talkingcock.com, 
16/12/2004). 
52 As evidenced by their emotional entanglements and family obligations, Singaporean TCCs appear to 
be more grounded to their families instead of being completely tied to a global capitalist system or a 
state. 
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Apart from mothers who are involved in education-related jobs53 to help their children 
academically, other mothers give their children extra enrichment at home by relying 
heavily on the assessment books and/or worksheets from Singapore schools54 that 
they have shipped over. They feel the need to expose their children to the same 
amount of work as their Singaporean peers so that they are able to fit in more 
seamlessly should they return to Singapore. In some cases, mothers experience 
additional stress when the schools involved lapse in their duties in supplying the 
papers. They grumble at the tedious process of contacting these schools and 
negotiating for them to send the papers over. When this also failed, one annoyed 
mother resorted to orchestrating an ‘acquisition exercise’ by employing the help of 
extended family members in collecting the papers and sending them over.  
Also, mothers try to stay abreast of educational changes in Singapore for their 
children’s benefit. It must be noted though that such behaviour is most noticeable in 
mothers with younger children or mothers who are quite sure that their stint overseas 
is short-term. The anxiety lessens significantly over time and for those who are 
unlikely to return to Singapore for pre-tertiary education. Yet, mothers continue to 
remain vigilant in this unstable economic era where their families may have to return 
to Singapore unexpectedly. At the same time, although transmigrants are always 
preparing their children for the probable event of returning to Singapore, they do try 
to engineer their migration such that their children will finish at least their pre-tertiary 
education before returning. Cuiling says, 
the most important thing is the secondary school, because at his age 
you know, he’s going to be in Primary 5 next year. We have to make 
                                                 
53 See Chapter 5 for their stories. 
54 Presently, Singaporean children have to be enrolled in Singapore schools even though they are 
overseas. Parents have to pay an annual nominal fee of varying amounts (depending on the school) to 
maintain a place for their children. Therefore, schools are obligated to provide the children with 
worksheets and examination papers. However, parents wish that this can be done electronically so as to 
save costs. 
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major decisions. If we don’t come back by then, we probably won’t 
come back [to Singapore] until he finishes his university because 
once he misses the secondary here, for him to come back its going to 
be a big struggle 
 
Despite their efforts, most parents still believe that it will be difficult for their children 
to “fit back into Singapore’s education system after receiving an international 
education overseas”. Therefore, they seek to ‘protect’ their children and minimise any 
disruptions to their lives. This hints that their migration and continued stay overseas 
may also be educationally-motivated. 
 
6.3.2 … at school: the battle of international schools 
Aside from home tutoring, school is obviously another important place for 
children to receive an education. As indicated earlier, a fair number of Singaporean 
children are enrolled in SISs versus other international schools. To summarise, there 
are several factors influencing Singaporean parents on their choice of schools. First, 
they determine if there is a SIS nearby55 and compare the quality of the educators and 
programmes to the other schools in the area. They also consider the schools fees and 
the amount that their companies are subsidising for their children’s education. 
Recommendations from friends and colleagues also play a huge role in influencing 
parent’s decision. Where available, most parents typically place their younger 
children into SISs as they feel that this will facilitate their children’s return to 
Singapore. Nonetheless, there are other parents who feel that they should grab the 
chance of being away from Singapore to expose their children to other teaching 
methods and curriculum.  
                                                 
55 This factor may become secondary because when given an option, some parents will shift to places 
near the schools of their choice. Hence, the quality of the educators and programmes in the school are 
the key concerns of parents. 
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For parents with children in SISs, their feedback is that they are rather pleased 
that their children are receiving an “education similar to Singapore’s” and are thankful 
that their children will have “supposedly less difficulties in fitting back home”. They 
are also rather satisfied with the quality of teachers and the educational programmes 
run by the school but will not hesitate to voice their displeasure to school authorities. 
Overall, Singaporeans abroad do feel that their children are sometimes not being 
given enough homework and are worried about their learning progress. Additionally, 
parents feel that the school hours abroad are “much longer than that of Singapore’s 
school”, especially for younger children (kindergarten to Primary Three) and consider 
this as a burden. Hence, some interviewees are torn between giving their children 
extra work to compensate for the lack of homework and yet trying to avoid saddling 
their children with extra tuition as parents think that the young ones are already tired 
out from the longer hours.  
Another major concern parents have relates to the curriculum and textbooks 
that are currently being used in these SISs. They feel that schools are following 
“outdated syllabuses and using old textbooks” whereas students in Singapore are 
already learning from new syllabuses and using new textbooks. While they trust the 
old syllabus and texts, they fear that their children may be losing out to their peers in 
Singapore who have supposedly ‘advanced’ onto the new curriculum. Cuiling reveals, 
the concern always is that we do not know how well they are 
preparing him for PSLE. We do notice that some of the books used 
are already not being used in Singapore schools … like they use 
PETS for English …Science textbook also. I did feedback to the 
teacher and she said, “yar, it’s true”. Most of the Science in the 
schools in Singapore is being moved out of the book. I think at the 
back of our minds, most of us are a little worried if he can actually 
do the PSLE. But other than that, as for the rounded education, I 
think the international school is better. 
 
 128
Aside from academic concerns, parents feel that SISs are imparting the right values to 
their children and that the schools are doing a good job reminding the young ones 
subtly of their national and cultural affiliations. 
Singaporeans who have chosen other international schools – American, British 
or otherwise – for their children, are also very satisfied with the teaching methods 
employed in the schools as well as the contents transmitted to their children. They are 
glad that the school is nurturing both the children’s IQ (intellect) and EQ56 (emotion). 
What troubles these parents most is their children picking up undesirable western 
values, specifically “permissive values”, and losing their “Asian” roots. Fabian 
(Accountant, 45) was shocked that his 13-year-old daughter is already talking about 
dating due to peer influences at school. He frowns upon school events such as dances 
where even his 11-year-old son can attend. Jennifer (Homemaker, 43) also shares her 
anxieties, 
with regard to absorption of Western values, I actually am concerned. 
But not all of it is bad. I like their value of the individual, the worth 
of a person, the importance of having your own mind on things etc 
… not all of it is unacceptable to us. The bad parts are their rather 
accepting attitude towards promiscuity, teenage rebellion etc.  
 
Therefore, parents with children in non-SISs feel the need to keep a tighter rein over 
their children for fear that they may stray onto the wrong path. 
Another problem parents worry over is that non-SISs typically “don’t have a 
good mathematics and science grounding”. Since Singapore schools do place much 
emphasis on these two subjects, parents are then worried that their children’s 
standards are not on par with their peers. They attempt to make up for this with 
additional tutoring and exercises at home. Also, parents are unhappy with the lack of 
focus on mother tongues such as Mandarin and Malay in other international schools. 
                                                 
56 According to Dictionary.com, EQ is defined as “intelligence regarding the emotions, especially in 
the ability to monitor one's own or others' emotions and to interact effectively with others” (11/3/2005). 
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In fact, some Chinese Singaporeans end up taking French or German as a second 
language because their own mother tongue is not offered in the school. Thus, many 
Chinese parents feel the need to send their children for extra Mandarin lessons outside 
school as they fear that their children will gradually lose touch with their own culture. 
More importantly, parents are apprehensive that their children may not be able to cope 
with the mother tongue subject when they return to Singapore.  
In addition, parents are rather concerned that their children studying in non-
SISs may not be able to fit into the mainstream Singapore schools. They are afraid 
that their children may be “held back” a year by Singapore schools in the name of 
letting them ‘catch up’. They even consider putting their children into international 
schools in Singapore should they return but this may prove to be a costly decision in 
the long run. Hence, as indicated earlier, parents do try to coincide their time overseas 
to when their children are ready to enter the university or have at least missed the 
major benchmarking examinations in Singapore. Parents with even younger children 
will schedule their return to Singapore just as their children are entering Primary 1. 
This will help ensure that fewer readjustments are needed and that their children will 
be on par with their peers. 
Overall, parents feel that their children are learning a lot more in a 
multicultural, international environment. They see that their children are enjoying 
their studies in a more “creative environment” and are happy with their “holistic 
development”. Parents feel that children are better trained in “public speaking and 
critical thinking”. Yet, some parents are unhappy over the lack of homework and the 
less structured learning setting in international schools. Whether the children are in 
Singapore or other international schools, parents will try to bridge the gap by 
registering them in immersion programmes when they return to Singapore. However, 
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this may actually have a negative effect because some of the children who attended 
such programmes did not enjoy them. Having experienced a more vibrant learning 
environment overseas, children complain that Singapore schools are rather “boring”. 
They soon realise that teachers in Singapore label children who express themselves 
freely as troublemakers. Therefore, these students who have become accustomed to 
sharing their views will tend to keep to themselves to avoid trouble. They are also 
bored with the material taught as they would have already studied them abroad since 
the schools operate on different academic calendars. Ultimately, children themselves 
may not want to return to study in mainstream Singapore schools. 
 
6.4 Transnational capital 
 As affirmed in this study, the transnationalising individual owns a variety of 
capital that can be transferred across borders along with the relocating person. At the 
same time, transnationals are also accruing new capital continually even when they 
are on the move. In terms of cultural capital – be it qualifications, knowledge and/or 
experiences – held by Singaporean transmigrants, this is much sought after and have 
indeed opened up doors for them to other countries and/or companies. Their existing 
cultural and social capitals are therefore major factors facilitating their move away 
from Singapore. In turn, migration is in itself working in a perpetual cycle to help 
Singaporean transmigrants accumulate additional, valuable capital that will further 
their migration trajectories and bring them places, whether it is another country or 
Singapore. Capital is therefore mobile and can travel. 
 As members of the TCC and embodiments of valuable capital, Singaporean 
parents are thus very aware of the importance of capital. Given that they have 
benefited from the capital they possess and seeing how it has helped ensure their 
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personal as well as their families’ well-being overseas, parents’ priority is thus to 
ensure that their offspring get the best education possible. Though a pre-tertiary 
education acquired from institutions outside Singapore is initially viewed as 
undesirable by Singaporean parents, the above narrations show their change in 
mindsets after witnessing the additional benefits an education from overseas conveys. 
As described earlier, parents soon realise that young Singaporeans studying in 
international schools (Singapore and otherwise) abroad are also acquiring important 
albeit somewhat different capital. 
 First, parents are relieved to learn that the syllabus and subjects abroad are 
generally similar to Singapore’s and that their children are not learning any less 
academically. In contrast, parents feel that their children have progressed further 
because the children have become more confident and creative learners as compared 
to when they were in Singapore. Many interviewees agree that this is due to the “all-
rounded education” and “overall development” programmes provided in schools 
overseas. After a while, they also observe innumerable examples of pupils from 
international schools entering top universities. Hence, they are now comforted that the 
cultural capital attained by their children is transferable, prepares them well for their 
future and distinguishes them from their peers. Even Cuiling is now able to say 
confidently, 
… having seen the education system overseas, I am not so wary of it. 
We don’t think like if you go to an international school, the school 
standard is so low. You realise that there is not the case. It’s just a 
different way of teaching … in the Singapore system we sprint all the 
way and then you end up at the same finishing point as everyone else 
who has been jogging all the way, but they get there too … There are 
so many different ways of going to the same point isn’t it? 
 
Besides cultural capital, the resourceful Singaporean also draws upon an 
assortment of social capital at the different levels to help mitigate the transition. First, 
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they rely on pre-migration social networks that they have established earlier through 
their companies or friends for valuable information such as lodging, lifestyle and 
education. Otherwise, they will turn to their friends, fellow expatriates or other 
overseas Singaporeans for advice on schools – their utmost priority – and other tips to 
help satisfy their basic needs. For example, when respondents are asked why they 
enrolled their children into particular schools, a typical response will be “It is a good 
school where most Singaporeans send their children to”. At this level, social capital is 
being exploited to reassure transmigrants, settle them down more quickly in their new 
residences and help them in coping with the numerous changes. Interestingly, many 
Singaporean transmigrants in this study do not see a need to establish linkages with 
country-based organizations such as Singapore clubs or Contact Singapore at this 
early stage and thus do not enrol themselves into them. However, they do join these 
institutionalised networks when they are later faced with citizenship-related matters 
such as security threats or other documentation issues such as renewing passports and 
licences.  
When they have settled in their new homes, Singaporean transmigrants begin 
to utilise social capital to enhance their lives and that of their families overseas. This 
is possible since they have, by then, built new social networks, especially with the 
parents of their children’s classmates. These connections are exploited even as they 
are still being developed, be it for getting valuable information, swapping notes or 
merely finding out about enrichment classes that parents can enrol their children into. 
Eventually, these newly formed relationships can also transform into important 
‘courier services’ with Singaporeans bringing materials to and from Singapore for 
fellow expatriates. Also significantly, such new networks generate desirable 
playmates for their children and foster relationships that may prove useful later on. 
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While some of the new contacts established may be transient and superficial, many of 
them do turn out to be reliable links that can be tapped in the future. 
In fact, there is evidence that the networks established overseas do become 
useful when Singaporeans have to return to Singapore or even move elsewhere. For 
instance, Cuiling is able to help a newfound Singaporean friend in Hong Kong – the 
parents of her child’s classmate – find a suitable school in Singapore when the father 
is unexpectedly retrenched in Hong Kong. As they have been away from Singapore 
for sometime, the returning Singaporeans are unsure as to where they should enrol 
their child who has grown up in Hong Kong. Their new social capital in the guises of 
Cuiling and her child is there to recommend a suitable school and even offer advice 
on registration matters. Based on their suggestions, the child in question is now 
happily settled and well adjusted to the new school and Singapore. Evidently, social 
networks or capital can be translated into important knowledge or cultural capital that 
Singaporeans can employ either when venturing to other countries or returning home. 
Irrefutably, social capital can metamorphose into new job opportunities, new 
migration options, new educational attainments or even new political choices. 
Shangmin (Director, 46) agrees, “the network established overseas would be useful 
for exploring opportunities and other challenges”. 
In reality, many parents also benefit from enrolling their children into SISs as 
they get to widen their own circle of Singaporean friends and reinforce their personal 
national identity. They are more attuned to Singaporean culture and festivals 
whenever the schools celebrate these events. In contrast, parents with kids in other 
international schools are only familiar with International Days. Indeed, parents such 
as Peony (40, Homemaker) and Fabian, whose children are studying in other 
international schools, comment that they are less involved in Singaporean-related 
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activities such as potluck parties as compared to their friends with children studying 
in SISs in the same country. Fabian divulges that his friend with children studying in a 
SIS “has a very strong, wide network of Singaporean contacts through the school 
whereas we are out of the school so we don’t really meet”. 
 
6.5 Preserving ‘Singaporeaness’ and negotiating one’s national identity 
 Feedback from the interviewees reveals that parents are generally not too 
concerned over their children’s relative lack of NE stimulants when overseas and 
other national identity issues. Although they agree that NE is important for their 
children, the majority feel that their children have remained largely Singaporean 
despite being away from their homeland. Weixiong (Supply Chain Manager, 38) even 
commented that his children fared better than his “nieces who have been in Singapore 
all this time [and yet] do not know who our prime minister is and confuses Prime 
Minister with Senior Minister”. Sophia (Teacher, 36) too shares an amusing anecdote 
of how her older son (10) refuses to let the younger brother (8)57 speak with an 
American accent. She is personally amazed when the older boy staunchly insists that 
both siblings continue to speak like Singaporeans and not Americans since they are 
from Singapore. She says, 
the older boy is very strong minded and he doesn’t allow the 
younger brother to switch. When my younger one wants to change, 
roll his r’s and things like that, the older one will clamp down on him 
and say “what’s so great about the American accent?” … While most 
other Singaporean students, they tend to switch to the American 
accent, my children have persisted in using the Singapore accent 
much to my frustration. They have a very strong sense of identity … 
in fact sometimes they get teased because they don’t have the 
American accent but they feel strongly that that is their identity, they 
are doing the right thing … they are not ashamed of it …  
 
                                                 
57 Both boys are studying in an American International School in China. 
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Sophia insists that she has not influenced her child’s thinking in anyway and is 
equally flabbergasted as to why he would behave in such a manner. Similarly, 
Singlish 58  is a factor that reminds Singaporeans of their identity and many 
Singaporeans do find it difficult to stop speaking in Singlish. 
 Indeed, no parent is able to pinpoint the exact reason for their children’s 
inclination towards their Singaporean identity and can only offer various speculations 
on their behaviour. First, almost all their relatives – grandparents, uncles, aunties and 
cousins – and friends are still in Singapore. Young Singaporeans remain very attached 
to the people they have grown up with and even though they like their present 
lifestyles overseas, they remain very positive about reuniting with their loved ones in 
Singapore. Second, children have good memories of Singapore as most of them have 
grown up there. Thus, embracing their Singaporean identity may possibly be due to 
nostalgia and a longing for their past ‘time’ and ‘place’ (Lam and Yeoh, 2004).  
Apart from their attachments and memories, it must be stressed that both 
parents and schools have a big part to play in reminding children of their Singaporean 
ties. Parents, whether consciously or subconsciously, do frequently update their 
children on the current happenings in Singapore by highlighting important news and 
information concerning the country from relatives, local and Singapore newspapers as 
well as television. The latest incidents and news regarding their loved ones in 
Singapore are concurrently shared with the younger generation to help maintain a 
close link between families and inadvertently, countries. Occasionally, adults will also 
reminisce with their children about the happy times they had in Singapore and remind 
them that it is still their home and the place where their relatives are. Also importantly, 
the schools – be it Singapore or other international schools – also create opportunities 
                                                 
58 Singlish is a form of Singapore Colloquial English spoken by many Singaporeans (Gupta, 2005). 
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for children to share information about their homeland through special occasions such 
as International Days59. Singaporean children enrolled in schools where there are 
many fellow citizens also get a chance to relive their Singaporean ties vicariously 
through talking to their friends. 
Finally, one must remember that the bulk of the children in this study are 
rather young (mainly in primary schools) and may still relate their preference for a 
particular place to the amount of fun they can derive from it. Since the time they are 
back in Singapore is mainly when they are on holidays, expatriate parents feel that 
their children will always think fondly of Singapore. Children may want to return to 
Singapore because they have so much fun playing and interacting with their friends 
and extended families there.  
Overall, because of their age, most of the younger children do not have any 
problems with their national identity. They are aware that they hold different 
identification papers from their hosts and will readily regurgitate drilled information, 
informing others that they are Singaporeans. It is mainly the older teens who have 
spent a longer time overseas who tend to struggle with their national identity as the 
gap between their identity on paper and their actual feelings widens. They have 
increasingly less affiliation with a country that had issued their identity papers and 
growing attachments to the country they are presently staying in. Carol (Educator, 41) 
talks about the multiple identities her 17 year-old son, Manfred carries, 
[when asked about his national identity] he will always say he is 
mixed. He will never say that I’m a Singaporean, Filipino or a Thai, 
he will always say he’s mixed … Culturally, the way of life … more 
American because he knows more … or a Thai. [He would say:] I 
know more about America and Thai ... Of course, in Singapore we 
go there like Chinese New Year, when we’re there, they [children] 
usually feel like they are Singaporean … [it depends on the setting]. 
                                                 
59 Refer to Chapter 4 for more information on the school’s efforts to remind Singaporeans of their 
Singaporean ties. 
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They know that they are in Singapore, they are Singaporean but once 
here, even though nationality is mixed but the way of life is adapted 
here.  
 
This is understandable seeing that Manfred was born overseas, has lived the majority 
of his life away from Singapore and was also educated in an American international 
school. In comparison, Carol feels that her 6-year-old son may actually know more 
about Singapore since he is now studying in a SIS.  
Also, expatriate male teens face more tension than girls since they have to 
decide if they are to return to Singapore for national service (NS)60 before they turn 
18 years old. Girls on the other hand are not constrained by such laws and have more 
options. In Manfred’s case, this is actually a rather challenging time for him and his 
family seeing that he needs to decide fairly quickly if he wishes to return to Singapore 
– a country where he has limited associations with – to fulfil his NS obligations. Carol 
ponders over their current situation aloud, 
That is our dilemma actually. He is American-educated; he really 
wants to go to America after Grade 12. Because American system 
and Singapore system is different, so he prefers to go to the US but I 
don’t know yet. And citizenship wise, we’re thinking about it. Maybe 
after he finished college, maybe then he can decide. Still … for him, 
because he’s too close to make a decision, and if he were to serve 
two years [in NS], stop and then go again … So I am still in a 
dilemma whether he finished college then after that go decide. But 
we’re still also thinking about going to Singapore for his university 
… I don’t know it’s not concrete yet. Nothing has been decided … 
he’s [son] still excited about the National Service … but then when 
another friend talks to him then he changes his mind … he really 
likes it … and he wants to be in this whole army, soldier kind of 
thing … but then again, he’s torn between going on to finish his 
university like his peers.  
 
Both parties have engaged in frequent discussions over this issue and while Manfred’s 
parents do encourage him to enlist seeing that it will be a good experience for him, 
                                                 
60 All male Singaporeans who have reached 16½ years old have to register for NS and are enlisted by 
the time they turn 18. Singaporean males who choose to renounce their Singaporean citizenship need 
not be enlisted. Severe penalties await those who evade NS (Contact Singapore, 2005b). 
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they will still leave the final decision to him. However, should he decide to serve, 
there will be many logistical details to negotiate since they need to arrange for 
accommodation and someone to look after him. They cannot relocate the entire family 
back to Singapore permanently due to work and other family commitments simply 
because one child has to serve NS. 
 Although Manfred and his family are caught in a quandary over NS issues, 
other males do not consider this a problem. A chance meeting with a Singaporean, 
Alfred (30s, Businessman), living in Hong Kong reveals that there are males who 
want to return to Singapore for NS despite having lived away from Singapore most of 
their lives. They feel that it is their duty to do so and are, in a way, protecting their 
birth and/or citizenship rights at the same time. Their families feel the same way and 
support their decision to return. Alfred recounts that he has no qualms about going 
back for NS and even saw it as a challenge. This is possibly because his ties to 
Singapore remained very strong due to the resilient ties he maintained with his 
extended family there. While he has now returned to Hong Kong where his immediate 
family and the family business is based, he still treasures the fond memories he has of 
his NS days and is pleased that he can still call himself a Singaporean. 
 
6.6 Conclusion 
In this chapter, the lives of selected members of the Singaporean TCCs are 
revealed through the negotiations of their expatriate living. One is reminded that 
TCCs are not simply carefree individuals without any other commitments. For those 
who are married, their families feature very strongly in their lives and their life 
choices are often shaped by their concerns over them. Indeed, major decisions relating 
to career and migration are often made with their families in mind. 
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This chapter also reveals that the mobility and value of different types of 
capital, in particular cultural and social capital. It is the cultural and social capital they 
possess that first helped these Singaporean TCCs in their migration out of Singapore 
and later, help them to cope with life overseas. Then as they accumulate more of such 
capital, their options are further expanded and they see for themselves how important 
it is for their children to possess them too. The cycle of transmission and 
accumulation of capital then continues. Through their acquisition, production and 
reproduction of capital, and ultimately perpetuating their status in society, one 
observes Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus at work. Habitus as defined by Bourdieu 
(1972: 72) is  
…systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures 
predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is, as principles 
of the generation and structuring of practices and representations 
which can be objectively “regulated” and “regular” without in any 
way being the product of obedience to rules, objectively adapted to 
their goals without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an 
express mastery of the operations necessary to attain them and, being 
all this, collectively orchestrated without being the product of the 
orchestrating action of a conductor.   
 
Bourdieu (1994: 159) further elaborates that habitus is  
practical taxonomies, which are a transformed, misrecognizable form 
of the real divisions of the social order, contribute to the reproduction 
of that order by producing objectively orchestrated practices adjusted 
to those divisions. 
 
Lastly, it must be reiterated that this study only provides a glimpse into the 
lives of selected Singaporean expatriates abroad and more work is definitely needed 
on this topic. The literature will be further enhanced by longitudinal studies conducted 
on the younger children in this study to see how the habitus is being perpetuated and 
how their perceptions of their national identity change over the years they are away 
from Singapore. Nonetheless, one is constantly reminded that extended families such 
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as cousins are huge factors rooting overseas children back to Singapore. Also, 
frequent visits back to Singapore serve to re-cement overseas Singaporeans’ ties to 
their homeland. It would thus be important and beneficial for the relevant authorities 
to organise interesting immersion programmes for the children when they return to 



















The concluding chapter begins by reviewing the different strands that have 
emerged from this thesis and seeks to tie them together in a coherent manner. The 
main arguments will be highlighted again to tease out the various implications of this 
study. The chapter then ends by listing the possible contributions of this research and 
propositions for future research. 
 
7.2 Threading the chapters together 
 As was observed throughout this thesis, there are three major players in 
Singapore’s globalisation strategy, namely schools (structure), teachers (middling 
transnationals) and Singaporean parents (TCC). Whilst every player is moving in line 
with Singapore’s regionalising and globalising efforts, each of them is being 
confronted with a different set of issues and challenges. Hence, with the various 
actors adjusting themselves in order to adapt to the various problems, one pressing 
question is if their Singaporean identity is being written out of their DNA in the 
process. The results thus far show no evident signs that Singapore schools, teachers, 
parents and children overseas have lost their ‘Singaporeaness’. Another encouraging 
finding that has emerged from this study is that each of them has unique ways of 
preserving his or her Singapore identity. 
 The SISs in this thesis continue to maintain close linkages with Singapore by 
insisting on using its textbooks and teachers to implement their curriculum. These two 
trans-located ‘objects’ contain a wealth of information that is crucial in maintaining a 
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Singaporean presence in a foreign land. The schools also house different forms of 
cultural and social capital under their roofs. The different capital such as knowledge 
about Singapore vis-à-vis the world and connections with fellow schoolmates are 
useful in reproducing Singaporean ties and identity as well as creating citizens who 
are able to navigate effortlessly in a globalised world.  
SISs are also important ambassadors of Singapore, introducing Singapore and 
its people to non-Singaporeans. First, the Singaporean textbooks used by SISs 
introduce foreign students and their parents to the Singaporean culture. Next, 
socialising with other Singaporeans in the school can also promote familiarity with 
Singapore and forge strong friendships that may work to the benefit of Singapore in 
the future. For instance, having developed intimate relationships with other 
Singaporeans and being well acquainted with the country, non-Singaporeans may 
choose to migrate to or work in Singapore. In addition, school activities that are 
organised in parallel with events happening concurrently in Singapore such as 
National Day and other festivals help to recreate a Singaporean culture abroad. 
Therefore, schools are important bridges linking Singapore to the other people of the 
world. 
The middling subjects in this study, Singaporean teachers, prove themselves to 
be adept transnationals negotiating their everyday lives across borders. Chapter 5 also 
shows their transnational lives through gendered lenses, offering a peek into how 
different genders manoeuvre a transnational lifestyle. Additionally, Singaporean 
teachers are also embodiments of the different forms of cultural and social capital. 
Most of them persist in retaining strong Singapore links through their memories and 
family connections. Also, they are constantly reinforcing their personal national 
identity when interacting with their Singaporean students. Whether they return to 
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Singapore or move elsewhere, Singapore will remain in their hearts be it consciously 
in their thoughts or subconsciously in their mannerisms. 
Through Chapter 6, one is reminded that Singaporean members of the TCC 
are not single entities but rather, packages that include both their extended and 
immediate families. By looking at fragments of their migration stories, the darker side 
of transnationalism is exposed to the unsuspecting individual who has often been led 
into thinking that transnationalising entails a glamorous lifestyle. Singaporeans TCCs 
are confronted with difficult life choices and they usually put their family first when 
making their decisions. Problems faced by their accompanying spouses and children 
will also affect the TCCs’ performance in a new environment. Due to their families, 
Singaporean TCCs are often cautious in their migration trajectories and will plan for 
the various possible scenarios that may arise. Eventually, their stories serve to remind 
us of the transient nature of transnationalism and also pose an important question over 
the sustainability of such transnational family arrangements. 
Similarly, Singaporean parents also reinforce their national identity in their 
interaction with their children. They often impart information about Singapore to their 
children either voluntarily or do so when asked. Conversely, adults also receive 
information about Singapore through their children and are treated to a child’s 
perspective of Singapore. Parents may also develop crucial social contacts through 
their children. One detects an intimate relationship between parents and children that 
mutually reinforces each other’s national identity.  
To summarise, the goals and agendas of each of these players may vary 
greatly but they do have one common intention, which is to nurture the future 
generations of Singaporeans. In time, young Singaporeans abroad may develop 
dissimilar aspirations, be it to return to Singapore or to become mobile world citizens. 
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Regardless of the outcome, schools, teachers and parents can and should work well 
together to lay the groundwork in fostering a strong connection between young 
overseas Singaporeans and their homeland. As such, the government, MOE and 
expatriate communities should join forces in their efforts to ‘root’ overseas 
Singaporeans to Singapore. In so doing, they will transform into powerful tools to 
remind young expatriate Singaporeans of their ties to Singapore. Indeed, constant 
association between and among the three agents will undoubtedly promote familiarity 
with Singapore and mutually reinforces each other’s ‘Singaporeaness’.  
It was noted that other structures such as Contact Singapore currently have 
little part to play in the lives of overseas Singaporeans. It will be beneficial to the 
country if these government agencies make a conscious effort to reach out more to 
SISs and Singaporean expatriates. The relevant authorities should take note that more 
can be done to reach out to transmigrants who are not attached to any government 
agencies, and SISs are fertile grounds for fostering closer relationships. The heads of 
the other SISs – apart from SIS-HK – in this study have also expressed that there has 
been little input from the Singapore government in terms of money, help and 
information. Different forms of help from the government and MOE will definitely be 
welcomed by the schools and can further their plans of bringing ‘Singapore’ and its 
culture to Singaporeans and foreigners alike. Local schools in Singapore should also 
offer more efficient help and information to expatriates and their children. For 
example, there should be more effective and efficient ways of sending term tests and 
examination papers to children overseas such as via the Internet. 
 In conclusion, schools, educators and parents are evidently key transmitters 
(and accumulators) of valuable social and cultural capital to the young ones. As 
shown in the earlier chapters, these forms of capital are mobile and can move in the 
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guise of people or in other forms. It is interesting to observe local Singapore 
information being transported to and adapted in international settings, an indication of 
the mobility and transferability of different forms of capital.  
 Ultimately, this thesis highlights the different needs of Singaporeans overseas 
and suggests ways in which the Singapore government can better assist the very 
people whom they have encouraged to venture abroad. The lapses in the current 
structures are highlighted so that they can be further improved to help future 
transnationalising Singaporeans. For instance, schools in Singapore can learn from 
these SISs by incorporating a more global perspective in their curriculum. Conversely, 
SISs must stay attuned to the changes in Singapore’s education and react quickly in 
order to remain relevant to Singaporeans overseas. 
 
7.3 What’s next? 
 The study suggests the formation of a transnational Singaporean community 
which warrants further and deeper research. This is important because the community 
will definitely develop and grow over time due in part to the government’s 
unrelenting efforts in encouraging Singaporeans to regionalise and/or globalise. By 
understanding their lifestyle overseas, the relevant authorities may be able to meet the 
collective needs of expatriate Singaporeans better. Moreover, the development of a 
transnational Singaporean community may have further implications on the creation 
of important ties between Singapore and the countries where Singaporeans have 
settled. Thus, the communities may have a role to play in fostering better international 
relations. 
 The geographical scope of this study is notably narrow due to the limited time 
and resources available. Hence, this study can be further expanded to sieve out 
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additional Singaporeans who may be well hidden in their new countries of residence. 
Additional countries can also be included in the ensuing studies to facilitate 
comparisons between countries. In so doing, one can obtain a clearer picture of the 
lifestyles and experiences of Singaporeans overseas and detect any nuances that may 
have been otherwise overlooked. 
The voices of Singaporean children remain largely muted in this thesis. 
Although some children61  were interviewed, there is little space in this thesis to 
further develop on their views. Based on my limited preliminary study, it must be 
stressed that they are generally well-adjusted children who have settled down well 
overseas. Home may now be where their parents are but they are able to fit 
comfortably into their new environments as well as in Singapore. They are considered 
privileged as they are exposed to new circumstances and settings that their Singapore-
based peers may not be able to benefit from. These children are also developing 
additional skills that will definitely help them in negotiating the pressures of living in 
an increasingly global world. Nonetheless, they do miss Singapore and wish to return 
when they can. Overall, children’s voices and views are important and may perhaps 
become the focus of further research. 
Finally, a longitudinal study can be useful in tracing the lives and growth of 
both younger and adult Singaporeans overseas. It will be interesting to see how their 
national identities, priorities and life choices alter as they spend more time away from 
their homeland. The results will be particularly useful in guiding the formulation of 
appropriate government policies that will better match the needs of Singaporean 
transmigrants at the different stages of their journeys. Ultimately, understanding the 
specific needs of transmigrants in different age groups as well as the changes in their 
                                                 
61 Refer to Appendix 10 for more information. 
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attitudes and feelings over the course of their migration will help highlight the policy 
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Aide Memoire (Singapore International School [Hong Kong]) 
 
1. Information on the school 
 Who was involved in the initial setup of the school? 
 What is the greatest challenge in setting up or running this school? 
 Why did MOE decide to set up an international school in Hong Kong? 
 How closely or heavily involved is MOE in the running of the school – 
administrative; advertising; curriculum design; textbook recommendations? 
 What does the Board of Governors do? 
 Does the Board of Governors work closely with MOE? 
 What is the present enrolment number for students? 
 What is the present staff strength? 
 Any distinct differences between SIS and other international schools in Hong 
Kong? 
 Is there any collusion between SIS and other international schools in Hong 
Kong? List examples. 
 The degree of funding from MOE. 
 Where do profits (if any) go? 
 
2. Staff information 
Selection criteria 
 I understand that there were 3 principals thus far. Were all the principals from 
Singapore? 
 How were the principals selected? 
 Was there any special training prior to posting? 
 What is the selection criterion for teachers? (Besides 5 years qualified 
experience, IT savvy and potential to be HOD/LH/SH)? 
- What kind of qualities must the teachers possess? 
- Describe the ideal teacher, the bodies for transmission of knowledge 
 Is there a different set of criteria for recruiting staff of other nationalities?  
- Why do you employ staff of other nationalities or those not trained by 
MOE?  
- Do they have to undergo training in Singapore?  
- Is it possible for ex-teachers from Singapore to apply directly to SIS? 
 
Length of posting (currently 3 years) 
 Are teachers allowed to extend their posting? 
 Are there teachers who extend their posting and why? 




 How many staff members are from Singapore? (% of current staff strength) 
 Are there any Singaporeans employed who are not transferred over by MOE? 
 What is the breakdown according to gender, age and marital status of staff 
from Singapore? 
 How many married staff take on this posting and why? 
 168
Training Needs  
 Singapore teachers have to undergo 100 hours of training annually. How do 
they meet this requirement here? 
 Where do they go for training? 
 Who takes care of their training? 
 Does MOE organise special training programmes for them in Hong Kong? 
 How are the staff members assessed and ranked? 
 
Promotion and Increments 
 Previously, teachers seconded to SIS are on no-pay leave, why did MOE 
change the policy to allow Singaporean teachers to retain their yearly 
increments and promotions? 
 If a Singaporean teacher is promoted to HOD while at SIS, does he/she retain 
this promotion upon his/her return to Singapore and vice versa? 
 Does having an overseas experience enhance career prospects? 
 
3. Student information 
 How many students are Singaporeans? (% of current enrolment) 
 What is the breakdown of Singaporeans according to citizenship, PR and 
approved in-principal PR from Hong Kong? 
 What is the general background of these students? 
 How many of these students move on to study in Singapore schools?  
 Are there Singaporeans who attend throughout the 6 years? 
 Do you help Singapore students who are leaving mid-term to find schools in 
Singapore? 
 
Student intake (year-by-year basis) 
 What is the turnover of students like?  
 Do you know of many Singaporeans who are not attending SIS but other 
international schools? 
 Do you have any idea why they might choose to do that? 
Publicity 
 Is there any active publicity to attract students of other nationalities? 
 
4. Teaching styles/curriculum 
 
Curriculum 
 How closely does the school’s curriculum conform to that of the Singapore’s 
system? 
 What are the differences/similarities in the curriculum or syllabus? 
 What is the language of instruction used? 
 What kind of textbooks do you use? 
- How similar are they to Singapore textbooks? 
- Do the textbooks teach or provide information about local context 
(HK/China)? 
- How are information on Singapore and national values embedded within 
the textbooks? 
 Why is French included? 
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 Are there any other subjects that are included but not found in Singapore 
schools? 
 What is the average class size? 
 
Teaching styles 
 Are there any differences in teaching styles? 
 Is the number of teaching weeks/holidays equivalent to that of Singapore’s?  
 Is curriculum time shorter, longer or the same as Singapore’s given that the 
school runs from 8.10 to 3pm? 
 What about teaching hours for teachers? 
National Education 
 Do Singaporeans have to say the pledge or sing the national anthem? Why 
yes/no? 
 How is National Education taught to Singaporeans? 
 How conscious are teachers in imparting national values? 
 What sort of national values do they seek to impart? 
 Does the school/teachers have a mission to help Singaporeans not to forget 
Singapore? 
 As some Singaporeans may have never stepped into Singapore or had much 
contact with the country, what is their reaction to singing the anthem, saying 
the pledge, National Education and Singapore in general? 
 In Singapore, students are generally ambivalent about imbibing national 
values, is it easier to teach National education to Singaporeans overseas? 
 Do you see Singaporeans suffering from a national identity crisis? 
 How do teachers help Singaporeans resolve any issues on national identity? 
Outcome of Education 
 The final outcome of education differs from that of Singapore’s (Love your 
nation versus Love Singapore), so how do you help students of various 
nationalities love their nation? 
 How do the school and its staff members help Singaporeans to love 
Singapore? 
 Are there any conscious efforts to teach students to respect each other’s 
nations? 
 
5. Reverse culture shock 
 It is often said that students educated overseas have difficulty reverting back to 
Singapore’s education system, what is your sense of this or observations? 
 Do Singaporeans fit better into Singapore after having attended SIS? 
 Is it possible to infer any successes or slippages of the school’s 
curriculum/teaching methods based on how well students fitted back into the 
Singapore’s system? 
 
6. Impacts of changes within Singapore and Hong Kong 
 How is the school affected by changes in Singapore, such as the current 
suggestions posted by Economic Review Committee? 
 How is the school affected by changes in Hong Kong? 
 How is the school affected by the demands of the international community in 
Hong Kong? 
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7. Being a cosmopolitan 
 In the school’s vision, the phrase cosmopolitan community was used. What do 
you think the school means by the term cosmopolitan? 
 Is this in anyway inline with what PM Goh is trying to promote? 
 How do you think one can ‘create’ cosmopolitan individuals? 
 Do you try to mould cosmopolitan Singaporeans and how? 
 Is there a conflict between being a Singaporean and a cosmopolitan? 
 What kind of identities do you think your students will develop? 
 Do you think that students will be able to navigate between different 
communities better with a ‘cosmopolitan style of education’? 
 
8. Future directions 
 What are the future directions of the school? 




Aide Memoire: Singapore International Schools 
 
1. Information on the school 
 
School set-up 
 Why was this school set up? 
 Who was involved in the initial setup of the school? 
 What is the greatest challenge in setting up or running this school? 
 How was the location chosen? 
 Why is ‘Singapore’ added to the school name? 
 Was MOE involved in the set up in any way – administrative; advertising; 
curriculum design; textbook recommendations? 
 
Administrative Details 
 How is this school run? 
 What is the present staff strength? 
 What is the present enrolment number for students? 
 Any distinct differences between this and other international schools? 
 Is there any collusion between this and other international schools? List 
examples. 
 Is the school affected by the setting up of satellite bases of Singapore schools 
such as Chinese High and ACS in the area? 
 Where do profits (if any) go? 
 
2. Staff information 
Selection criteria 
 What is the selection criterion for teachers?  
- What kind of training or certification do your teachers need to have?  
- What kind of qualities must the teachers possess? 
- Describe the ideal teacher, the bodies for transmission of knowledge. 
- Are there any differences between Singapore-trained teachers and teachers 
of other nationalities? 
- Which nationalities of teachers are preferred? 
 
Length of contract 
 What is the length of contract? 




 How many staff members are from Singapore? (% of current staff strength) 
 What is the breakdown according to gender, age and marital status of staff 
from Singapore? 
 How many married staff take on this posting and why? 
Training Needs  
 Do the teachers receive any special training upon joining this school? 
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 Where do they go for training? 
 Who takes care of their training? 
 How are the staff members assessed and ranked? 
 
Promotion and Increments 
 What are the promotional prospects for teachers in this school? 
 Does having an overseas experience enhance career prospects? 
 
3. Student information 
 How many students are Singaporeans? (% of current enrolment) 
 What is the breakdown of Singaporeans according to citizenship and PR? 
 What is the general background of these students? 
 How many of these students move on to study in Singapore schools?  
 Do you help Singapore students who are leaving mid-term to find schools in 
Singapore? 
 
Student intake (year-by-year basis) 
 What is the turnover of students like?  
 Do you know of many Singaporeans who are attending other international 
schools? 
 Do you have any idea why they might choose to do that? 
Publicity 
 Is there any active publicity to attract students of other nationalities? 
 
 
4. Teaching styles/curriculum 
 
Curriculum 
 Why did the school decide to follow the Singapore-based curriculum? 
 How closely does the school’s curriculum conform to that of the Singapore’s 
system? 
 What are the differences/similarities between the two curriculum or 
syllabuses? 
 What is the language of instruction? 
 What kind of textbooks do you use? 
- How similar are they to Singapore textbooks? 
- Do the textbooks teach or provide information about local context 
(China)? 
- How are information on Singapore and national values embedded within 
the textbooks? 
 Are there any other subjects that are included but not found in Singapore 
schools? 
 What is the average class size? 
 
Teaching styles 
 Are there any differences in teaching styles? 
 Is the number of teaching weeks/holidays equivalent to that of Singapore’s?  
 Is curriculum time shorter, longer or the same as Singapore’s given that the 
school runs from 8.10 to 3pm? 
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 What about teaching hours for teachers? 
National Education 
 Do Singaporeans have to say the pledge or sing the national anthem? Why 
yes/no? 
 How is National Education taught to Singaporeans? 
 How conscious are teachers in imparting national values? 
 What sort of national values do they seek to impart? 
 Does the school/teachers have a mission to help Singaporeans not to forget 
Singapore? 
 As some Singaporeans may have never stepped into Singapore or had much 
contact with the country, what is their reaction to singing the anthem, saying 
the pledge, National Education and Singapore in general? 
 In Singapore, students are generally ambivalent about imbibing national 
values, is it easier to teach National education to Singaporeans overseas? 
 Do you see Singaporeans suffering from a national identity crisis? 
 How do teachers help Singaporeans resolve any issues on national identity? 
Outcome of Education 
 Are your outcomes of education aligned with that of Singapore’s  
 How do you help students of various nationalities love their nation? 
 How do the school and its staff members help Singaporeans to love 
Singapore? 
 Are there any conscious efforts to teach students to respect each other’s 
nations? 
 
5. Reverse culture shock 
 It is often said that students educated overseas have difficulty reverting back to 
Singapore’s education system, what is your sense of this or observations? 
 Do Singaporeans fit better into Singapore after having attended this school? 
 Is it possible to infer any successes or slippages of the school’s 
curriculum/teaching methods based on how well students fitted back into the 
Singapore’s system? 
 
6. Impacts of changes within Singapore and local settings 
 How is the school affected by changes in Singapore, such as the current 
suggestions posted by Economic Review Committee? 
 How is the school affected by changes in China? 
 How is the school affected by the demands of the international community in 
the area? 
 
7. Being a cosmopolitan 
 Singapore aims to create cosmopolitan individuals. What do you think the 
term cosmopolitan means/implies? 
 How do you think one can ‘create’ cosmopolitan individuals? 
 Do you try to mould cosmopolitan Singaporeans and how? 
 Is there a conflict between being a Singaporean and a cosmopolitan? 
 What kind of identities do you think your students will develop? 
 Do you think that students will be able to navigate between different 
communities better with an ‘international style of education’? 
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8. Future directions 
 What are the future directions of the school? 











 Marital Status 
If married 
- Spouse’s occupation and nationality 
- Number of children 
 Length of stay in current country 
 Nationality  
 Position 
 Length of service in current school 
 Length and terms of contract 
 Teaching experience 
 Teaching subjects  
(some of the following questions only apply if the interviewee is a Singaporean) 
 
2. Family details 
 Are your family members here with you? 
 If no, why is the family spread out in various countries? 
 What are your feelings toward the “separation” of the family? 
 How does the family stay in touch? 
 How often does the family contact each other or reunite?  
 Do you wish for family reunification? 
 Do you support your family financially and how? 
 
3. Reasons for leaving Singapore 
 Why did you take up this posting? 
 Who initiated this move? 
 Who suggested or influenced your decision to leave? 
 Have you undertaken other overseas posting or stayed in other countries 
before? 
 What did you or your family give up when you left Singapore? 
 Do you still have property, investments, friends and relatives in Singapore? 
 How did you prepare yourself and/or your family for migration? 
 Have you ever regretted your decision to move? 
 How often do you return to Singapore and for what purpose? 
 
4.  Reasons for coming here 
 What are the prior images you have of this country and do they match up to 
reality? 
 Do you have property, investments, friends and relatives here? 
 
5. Settling-in and living in the country 
 Do you find it difficult to adjust to life here? 
 Did everything proceed as planned?  
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 What worked out and what went wrong? 
 What are some of the challenges faced initially? 
 How did you solve these challenges? 
 How long did it take for you to grow accustomed to your life here? 
 Does your race, for example being a Chinese, help you adjust better? 
 In what ways do you feel that you have changed (i.e. tastes, preferences, 
thinking, behaviour etc) after staying here? 
 What did you miss most about Singapore? 
 
6. Self versus the other 
 What do you think it means to be a Singaporean? 
-  What does it mean for you as a Singaporean living overseas? 
 Are you concern with the current happenings in Singapore and why? 
 Are you actively involved in Singapore’s affairs such as voting and why? 
 Who do you associate more with, Singaporeans or locals and why? 
 Do you feel that the locals accept you? 
 To what degree can you identify with the locals? 
 What social activities are you involved in? 
 
7. Professional adjustments 
 Are there any differences in teaching styles, administrative duties or running 
of the school in general? 
 How long did you take for you to adjust? 
 Do you have to report to MOE and for what purposes? 
 What other qualifications or certifications do you have to undergo to secure 
this position? 
 What other forms of training do you have to undertake? 
 
8. Teaching styles 
 What are your teaching hours like?  
 How long are the teaching weeks and holidays? 
 How different is your teaching style here from that in Singapore? 
 How conscious are you of the values that you are imparting to your students 
when you teach? 
 What values are you actively seeking to promote? 
 How do you make the textbooks come alive? 
 What are your observations about the needs of Singaporean students? 
‘Singaporeaness’ 
 What are your personal perceptions of issues such as National Education? 
 Are there any slippages between your personal ideologies and the states’? 
 Is National Education taught to Singaporeans and how? 
 Please provide a list of values you term as Singaporean values. 
 What sort of national values do you seek to impart? 
 How conscious are you in imparting national values? 
 Do you have a mission to help Singaporeans not to forget Singapore? 
 Do you try to remind Singaporeans of their home country and how? 
 How do you bring information about Singapore and Singaporean values into 
the classroom? 
 What are your Singaporean students’ views on Singapore in general? 
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 What are Singaporeans’ reactions to singing the anthem, saying the pledge and 
National Education? 
 How do students of other nationalities react to such rituals? 
 In Singapore, students are generally ambivalent about imbibing national 
values, is it easier to teach National education to Singaporeans overseas? 
 Do you see Singaporeans suffering from a national identity crisis? 
 How do you help Singaporeans resolve any issues on national identity? 
 How do you redefine your own national identity versus that of your students 
seeing that some of them may have never stepped into Singapore? 
 Do you think your students are able to imbibe by your mindset or are you 
instead limited by what they know of Singapore? 
 
9. Changes in the education system 
 How do you feel towards the recent revamps of the Singapore education 
system? 
 Are there any implications towards your work here and your eventual return to 
Singapore? 
 
10. Reverse culture shock 
 How do you feel when you return to Singapore? 
 Do you have to make any significant adjustments when you go back? 
 In what ways do you think your overseas stint is helping in your career 
prospects? 
 Are you seeking to build up social capital? 
 
11. SARs Situation 
 In light of the recent SARs outbreak, are you worried about living in this 
country? 
 Did you think about returning to Singapore during the outbreak?  
 Are you worried that living in a SARs affected country may affect your return 
to Singapore?  
 Seeing that Singapore was affected by SARs, were you worried that it will 
affect your stay in this country? 
 
12. Future plans 
 How long do you intend to remain here? 
 What are your future plans (directions, goals)? 
 














 Nationality  
 Occupation  
 Length of stay in current country 
 
2. Family details 
 Spouse’s occupation and nationality 
 Number of children 
- Age 
- Details of children in international schools and name 
 Do you still have family members back in Singapore? 
 Why is the family spread out in various countries? 
 How do you feel towards the “separation” of the family? 
 How does the family stay in touch? 
 How often does the family contact each other or reunite?  
 Do you wish for family reunification? 
 Do you support your family financially and how? 
 
3. Reasons for leaving Singapore 
 Why did you move to this current location? 
 Who initiated this move? 
 Who suggested or influenced your decision to leave? 
 Have you undertaken other overseas posting or stayed in other countries 
before? 
 What did you and/or your family give up when you left Singapore? 
 Do you still have property and investments in Singapore? 
 How did you prepare yourself and/or your family for migration? 
 Have you ever regretted your decision to move? 
 How often do you return to Singapore and for what purpose? 
 
4.  Reasons for coming here 
 What are the prior images you have of this country and do they match up to 
reality? 
 Do you have property and investments here? 
 
5. Settling-in and living in the country 
 Do you find it difficult to adjust to life here? 
 Did everything proceed as planned?  
 What are some of the challenges faced initially? 
 How did you solve these challenges? 
 What worked out? 
 How long did it take for you to grow accustomed to your life here? 
 Does your race, for example being a Chinese, help you adjust better? 
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 In what ways do you feel that you have changed (i.e. tastes, preferences, 
thinking, behaviour etc) after staying here? 
 What did you miss most about Singapore? 
 
6. Self versus the other 
 What do you think it means to be a Singaporean? 
-  What does it mean for you as a Singaporean living overseas? 
 Are you concern with the current happenings in Singapore and why? 
 Are you actively involved in Singapore’s affairs such as voting and why? 
 Who do you associate more with, Singaporeans or locals and why? 
 Do you feel that the locals accept you? 
 To what degree can you identify with the locals? 
 What social activities are you involved in? 
 
7. Children’s education 
 At what age did your child move to this country? 
 Was your child already studying in a primary/secondary school in Singapore? 
 Why did you decide to enrol your child(ren) in this school? 
 Do you feel that there are any differences in teaching styles or subjects in this 
international school as compared to schools in Singapore? 
 How long did it take for your child to adjust to the educational system here? 
 What are some of the negative or positive feelings your child has towards this 
school? 
 What are some of the negative or positive feelings your child has towards 
Singapore’s school? 
 Do you enrol your child in additional classes or tuition? 
 What are your concerns about your child’s education in this country? 
 Do you think studying in an international school will help in your child’s 
development and educational prospects? Please elaborate. 
 What are your observations about the educational needs of your child? 
 
‘Singaporeaness’ 
 What are your personal perceptions of issues such as National Education? 
 Do you constantly remind your child of his/her ties to Singapore? 
 How do you transmit information about Singapore and Singaporean values to 
your child? 
 Do you try to impart national values to your child? 
 What sort of national values do you seek to impart? 
 Do you see your child suffering from a national identity crisis? 
 If yes, how would you help your child resolve any issues on national identity? 
 How do you redefine your own national identity versus that of your child? 
 Which country does your child prefer to live in and why? 
 
For parents with sons … 
 What are your reactions to your son serving National Service? 
 What are your son(s)’ reactions to serving National Service? 
 
8. Changes in the education system 
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 How do you feel towards the recent revamps of the Singapore education 
system? 
 Are there any implications towards your child’s eventual return to Singapore? 
 
9. Reverse culture shock 
 How do you feel when you return to Singapore? 
 Do you and your family have to make any significant adjustments when you 
go back? 
 In what ways do you think the overseas stint is helping in your career 
prospects? 
 Are you seeking to build up social capital? 
 
10. Future plans 
 How long do you intend to remain here? 
 What are your future plans (directions, goals)? 
 
11. SARs Situation 
 In light of the recent SARs outbreak, were you worried about living in this 
country? 
 Did you think about returning to Singapore during the outbreak?  
 Are you worried that living in a SARs affected country may affect your return 
to Singapore?  
 Were you at any time being discriminated against because Singapore was 
affected by SARs? 
 Seeing that Singapore was affected by SARs, were you worried that it will 
affect your stay in this country? 
 












 Currently overseas 39 
 Migrated and returned to Singapore 3 
 Never left Singapore 5 
 Visiting spouse overseas 1 
Other nationalities 11 
Sub-total 59 
  
School Administrators  
 Singaporeans 2 
 Other nationalities 2 
Sub-total 4 
  
Singaporean Parents*  
 Currently overseas 29 
 Migrated and returned to Singapore 2 
Sub-total 31 
  
Singaporean Children  
 In Singapore International Schools 10 




#Refer to Chapter 5 for more details 
*Refer to Chapter 6 for more details 
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APPENDIX 6 
Desired Outcomes of Education 
All Post-Secondary and Tertiary 
Students should : 
Potential leaders should : 
- be morally upright, be culturally rooted 
yet understanding and respecting 
differences, be responsible to family, 
community and country 
- be committed to improving society 
- believe in our principles of multi-
racialism and meritocracy, appreciate 
the national constraints but see the 
opportunities 
- be proactive in surmounting our 
constraints 
- be constituents of a gracious society - have compassion towards others 
- be willing to strive, take pride in work, 
value working with others 
- be able to inspire, motivate and draw 
out the best from others 
- be able to think, reason and deal 
confidently with the future, have 
courage and conviction in facing 
adversity 
- be able to chart our destiny and lead 
- be able to seek, process and apply 
knowledge 
- be able to forge breakthroughs in a 
knowledge-based economy 
- be innovative - have a spirit of 
continual improvement, a lifelong habit 
of learning and an enterprising spirit in 
undertakings 
- be creative and imaginative 
- think global, but be rooted to Singapore - have the tenacity to fight against the 
odds and not quit 
 
Source: MOE, 18/9/2003 
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APPENDIX 7 
Six National Education Messages 
 
1. Singapore is our homeland. 
This is where we belong. 
We want to keep our heritage and our way of life. 
2. We must preserve racial and religious harmony. 
Though many races, religions, languages and cultures, we pursue one destiny. 
3. We must uphold meritocracy and incorruptibility. 
This provides opportunity for all, according to their ability and effort. 
4. No one owes Singapore a living. 
We must find our own way to survive and prosper. 
5. We must ourselves defend Singapore. 
No one else is responsible for our security and well-being. 
6. We have confidence in our future. 
United, determined and well-prepared, we shall build a bright future for 
ourselves.  
 
Source: Nexus (2004) 
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APPENDIX 8 
Master Table of Interviewees (Singaporean Educators) 
 
 





Years Spent Teaching 
Overseas  
1 Amanda Female 36 Married Thailand > 3 1 
2 Andrew Male 32 Single China 6 4 
3 Anthony Male 33 Married China 9 4 
4 Beatrice Female 40s Married China 6 1 
5 C.T. Female 50 Married China > 10 2 
6 Carina Female 27 Married China > 5 1 
7 Charles Male 32 Single China 10 3 
8 Derrick Male 40s Married China 10 1 
9 Edwin Male 30s Single China > 2 7 months 
10 Ericia Female early 30s Single China > 10 4 
11 Esther Female 60 Divorcee China 36 2 
12 Evelyn Female 54 Widowed China 36 3 
13 Gwen Female 30 Single China > 8 > 6 
14 Hermione Female 40s Single China > 20 3 
15 Ivy Female 30 Single China 7 > 1 
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Years Spent Teaching 
Overseas  
16 Janet Female early 30s Single China > 10 3 
17 Jasmine Female 34 Single Thailand 11 2 
18 Juliana Female 44 Married Thailand 3 3 
19 Karen Female 32 Single China 7 2 
20 Lawrence# Male 27 Married China 3 - 
21 Lijun Female 38 Single China 16 7 months 
22 Linda Female 40s Married China > 20 4 
23 Linette Female 33 Single China 11 > 1 
24 Lorna Female mid 30s Married China > 10 7 months 
25 Mabeline Female 30s Married China > 2 > 2 
26 Magdalene Female late 50s Married China > 20 > 3 
27 Maggie Female 61 Single China > 40 1 
28 Marianne Female 34 Married China > 12 4 
29 Patrina Female 61 Single China > 40 1 
30 Pearly Female 50s Married China > 10 > 3 
31 Rebecca Female 40s Single China > 20 5 
32 Sandra Female 56 Married China > 35 > 3 
33 Sarah Female 30 Single China > 6 3 
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Years Spent Teaching 
Overseas  
34 Shimin Female 30s Single China > 3 > 2 
35 Silin Female 38 Single China 13 3 
36 Sophia Female 36 Married China > 10 5 
37 Sue Female 30s Married China > 10 4 
38 Ted Male 40s Married China 11 5 
39 Valerie Female 40s Single China > 20 3 
40 Vanessa Female 63 Single China > 40 3 
41 Wenlong Male 30s Single Thailand > 10 2 
42 Xiuhui Female 50s Single China > 30 5 
43 Yuhua Female 30s Single China > 10 7 months 
#Lawrence is himself a teacher in Singapore and was visiting his wife, who is currently teaching in China, during the interview 
period. He was not added into the list of 42 interviewees teaching overseas (see Chapter 5). 
*China includes Shanghai, Suzhou and Hong Kong. The exact locations were not revealed for fear of exposing the identity of the 
interviewees. 







Master Table of Interviewees (Singaporean Parents) 
 
 
No. Name Gender Age Location Overseas No. of children Children's School Occupation Race 
1 Adrian Male 33 Thailand 1 SIS Orthotist and Prostetist German
2 Amanda Female 36 Thailand 4 SIS Teacher Chinese
3 Carol Female 41 Thailand 3 Others, SIS Educator Filipino
4 Carrie Female 31 Thailand 2 SIS Homemaker Chinese
5 Catherine Female 36 Thailand 2 SIS Homemaker Chinese
6 Chenli Female 32 Thailand 2 SIS Homemaker Chinese
7 Cherie Female 31 Thailand 2 SIS Homemaker Chinese
8 Cuiling Female 40 Hong Kong 1 SIS Homemaker Chinese
9 Fabian Male 45 Thailand 4 Others Accountant Chinese
10 Germaine Female 34 Thailand 1 Others Homemaker Chinese
11 Hamzar Male 33 Thailand 3 Others Vice President Malay 
12 Huaqiang Male 50 China 2 School in Singapore Health, Safety and 
Environment Manager 
Chinese
13 Jennifer Female 43 China 2 Others Homemaker Chinese
14 Juliana Female 44 Thailand 4 SIS Teacher Chinese
15 Kym Female 36 China 2 Others Homemaker Chinese
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No. Name Gender Age Location Overseas No. of children Children's School Occupation Race 
16 Linda Female 40s China 1 SIS Teacher Chinese
17 Lynn Female 45 Thailand 2 Others Homemaker Chinese
18 Maria Female 43 Thailand 2 SIS Homemaker Chinese
19 Nigel Male 41 Thailand 4 SIS Engineer Chinese
20 Paris Female 32 Thailand 1 SIS Homemaker Chinese
21 Peony Female 40 Thailand 4 Others Homemaker Chinese
22 Pinxiong Male 40 Hong Kong 
(Returned to Singapore)
3 Others Director Chinese
23 Robert Male 31 China 2 SIS Cabling Chinese
24 Roxanne Female 38 China 2 Others Homemaker Chinese
25 Sally Female 32 Thailand 3 Others Homemaker Malay 
26 Shangmin Male 46 Shanghai 3 Others Director Chinese
27 Shawn Male 42 Shanghai 3 Others Finance Controller Chinese
28 Siliang Male 51 Shanghai 3 School in Singapore Manager Chinese
29 Sophia Female 36 Shanghai 2 Others Teacher Chinese
30 Wallace Male 44 Thailand 2 SIS Businessman Chinese
31 Weixiong Male 38 China 
(Returned to Singapore)
2 Others Supply Chain Manager Chinese




Master Table of Interviewees (Singaporean Children) 
 
 
No. Name Gender Age Location Overseas School Race 
1 Alynna Female 8 Thailand SIS Chinese 
2 Dabria Female 4 Thailand Others Malay 
3 Dagan Male 5 Thailand Others Malay 
4 Dana Female 8 Thailand Others Malay 
5 Gabriel Male 11 Thailand Others Chinese 
6 Geraldine Female 6 Thailand Others Chinese 
7 Hui Hui Female 10 China SIS Chinese 
8 Jason Male 6 Thailand SIS Chinese 
9 Josh Male 4 Thailand SIS Chinese 
10 Lilian Female 10 Thailand SIS Chinese 
11 Marvin Male 10 Thailand SIS Chinese 
12 Mingde Male 10 China Others Chinese 
13 Nicola Female 9 Thailand SIS Chinese 
14 Ramona Female 13 Thailand Others Chinese 
15 Raylene Female 5 Thailand SIS Chinese 
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No. Name Gender Age Location Overseas School Race 
16 Regina Female 8 Thailand Others Chinese 
17 Timothy Male 8 Thailand SIS Chinese 
18 Tom Male 10 Thailand SIS Chinese 




Master Table of Interviewees (Others) 
 
No. Name Gender Age Marital Status Location Overseas Nationality Occupation Race 
1 Ching Female 20s Single China PRC Teacher Chinese 
2 Limin Female 20s Single China PRC Teacher Chinese 
3 Cyn Female 40s Married Thailand American Teacher Caucasian 
4 Baihui Female 30s Single Thailand PRC Teacher Chinese 
5 Ferdinand Male 40s Married China American Teacher Caucasian 
6 Martin Male 30s Married China Australian Teacher Caucasian 
7 Joseph Male 49 Married China British Teacher Caucasian 
8 Steve Male 30s Single China Hong Konger Teacher Chinese 
9 Renmin Male 30s Single China PRC Teacher Chinese 
10 Nicholas Male 20s Single Thailand British Teacher Caucasian 
11 Harold Male 26 Married Thailand Romanian Teacher Romanian 
12 Helen Female 30s Married China Hong Konger Secretary Chinese 
13 Elsbeth Female 30s Single China Hong Konger Secretary Chinese 
14 Wallace Male 44 Married Thailand Singaporean Marketing Director Chinese 
15 Jaime Female 27 Married China Singaporean Manager (HR/Marketing) Chinese 
16 Wendy Female 28 Single Non-migrant Singaporean Teacher Chinese 
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No. Name Gender Age Marital Status Location Overseas Nationality Occupation Race 
17 Angie Female 30 Single Non-migrant Singaporean Teacher Chinese 
18 Lydia Female 29 Single Non-migrant Singaporean Teacher Indian 
19 Koh Male 35 Married Non-migrant Singaporean Teacher Chinese 








 Andrew is a 32-year-old teacher working in a SIS in China. He has a rich 
migration history, having previously taught in SIS between 1995 and 1998. After 
teaching in SIS for three years, he resigned from the teaching service to further his 
studies in North America for four years. As the economy was bad, he then 
returned to teach in the same school. In total, he has been teaching at SIS for four 
years. During the interview, he reflects that “Singapore has done us good” and 
that he has benefited from its education system. He is thus proud to call himself a 
Singaporean but is unable to see himself living in Singapore again. Finally, he 
feels that National Education is important but wonders if it can be taught through 
other means, citing the Americans as a positive example. 
 
2. Jasmine 
  34-year-old Jasmine is teaching Mandarin to Singaporeans (primary level) in 
Thailand. She was ‘persuaded’ to venture overseas after hearing the words of her 
former school principal, stating that “we should move out of the country to 
discover new things”. Hence, she decided to take on the challenge and to 
“experience a different education system in a different country”. While she is 
currently enjoying herself overseas, she is still very concerned about the events in 
Singapore as she notes that she has to “move back eventually”. Jasmine also 
shares that she feels sad when she observes Singaporean students without a sense 
of national identity, not recognising the national flag and being “unable to recite 
the pledge or sing the national anthem”. Therefore, she makes an extra effort to 
remind Singaporeans of their ties to their homeland. One method she employs is 
to invite students who have returned to Singapore during their holidays “to talk 
about Singapore, the things they did, food they ate and programmes they watched”. 
She will ask them to describe the MRT, LRT, the airport, Sentosa and the lifts 
etcetera”. However, only ethnic Chinese Singaporeans can be enrolled in her class 
and she has no contact with older Singaporean students [secondary pupils will 
have to take another language, i.e. French). 
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3. Roxanne 
 Roxanne is a 38-year old Singaporean mother of two children, ages 11 (son) 
and 5 (daughter). Both her children are studying in other international schools in 
China. She was formerly a Bank Employee, but resigned to join her husband in 
China two and a half years after he was posted there. She has been living in China 
for the past eight years and her children have never formally studied in a 
Singapore school. Roxanne chose the current schools for her children because 
they are near to her home. She shares that the syllabus in her son’s international 
school is rather similar to Singapore’s and feels relieved that he was able to fit in 
easily when he returns to Singapore for immersion classes. Due to the differences 
in academic calendars, her son is often ahead of his Singaporean peers and feels 
bored during the lessons conducted in his immersion classes. As compared to 
other Singaporeans, she comments that her children do not speak Singlish and 
tend to “learn and not just memorise what is required of them”. Finally, she will 
constantly remind her children of the fun times they had when they were back in 
Singapore and will “talk and share developments and news about their 
grandparents, uncles and aunties, and cousins living in Singapore and of 
Singapore itself”. She will also help her children appreciate what Singapore offers 




 This 36-year-old mother has two children, an 8-year-old son and a 6 year-old 
daughter. Catherine has enrolled both her children in a SIS in Thailand. She felt 
rather miserable during the initial period (around three months) after her 
relocation to Thailand as she was unable to navigate around the country efficiently 
due to language barriers. When her daughter was involved in a freak accident 
which hurt her eyes, the worried homemaker had to return to Singapore to seek 
medical help as she was unable to cope with the foreign medical system. After 
staying overseas for a longer period, Catherine began to pick up the language and 
form new friendships with other expatriates, both Singaporeans and non-
Singaporeans, whom she has met through church. She is now very much happier 
and comfortable overseas. Nonetheless, she still travels back to Singapore 
frequently and will pick up the assessment papers and worksheets from the 
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Singapore schools for her son. When asked about the possibility of her children 
losing their national identity after moving to Thailand, she said very confidently 
that the “children won’t lose their roots when they are studying in SIS”. 
 
